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Negative theology is the attempt to describe God by speaking in terms of what God is not.
Historical affinities between Jewish modernity and negative theology indicate new directions for
thematizing the modern Jewish experience. Questions such as, What are the limits of Jewish
modernity in terms of negativity? Has this creative tradition exhausted itself? and How might
Jewish thought go forward? anchor these original essays. Taken together they explore the
roots and legacies of negative theology in Jewish thought, examine the viability and limits of
theorizing the modern Jewish experience as negative theology, and offer a fresh perspective
from which to approach Jewish intellectual history.
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MODERNITYINTRODUCTIONDelineations: Negative Theology as Jewish ModernityThe idea
that God has essential attributes or predicates—such as existence, life, knowledge, power,
goodness, or mercy—is implied throughout the Bible, embraced by the Talmudic rabbis, and
problematized in medieval Jewish thought. In the modern period, denial of essential divine
attributes increases dramatically among Jewish thinkers, especially throughout the twentieth
century, when it spreads from theology to secular forms and contexts such as philosophy,
ethics, aesthetics, literature, politics, and history. The marked increase in prominence, rigor,
and intensity of Jewish negative theology in recent decades has modified the very topography
of Jewish thought, reshaping its theological contours and enabling it to grow on secular, even
atheist ground. Influential theologians such as Rav Kook, Yeshayahu Leibowitz, and Franz
Rosenzweig made very different versions of Jewish negative theology central to their views.
But so too the Jewishness of the work of secular and even atheist writers, artists, critics, and
philosophers has been frequently associated—by the individuals themselves or by others—



with a conception of Judaism as a via negativa.The modern association of Judaism with a via
negativa regards the distinctively Jewish features of a thought or work as involving the
negation, denial, or refusal of its own ultimate grounds and thereby the discovery of mysterious
ruptures constitutive of its own legitimacy, authority, and even “identity.” To the extent that
Jewishness and Judaism play a significant role in their respective work, a conception of
Judaism as negative theology is often detected in major writers such as Kafka, Celan, and
Jabes; abstract expressionists such as Barnett Newman and Mark Rothko; philosophers such
as Cohen, Adorno, and Levinas; and literary critics such as Bloom and Benjamin.1 The
purpose of this volume is to investigate how the perception and self-understanding of Jewish
thought in recent times has been determined by this alliance with negative theology. What
historical and conceptual reasons gave rise to radicalized and sometimes secularized forms of
negative theology as a distinctive marker of modern Jewish intellectual history? Do radical
forms of negation still allow for compelling articulations of Jewish thought? Or has the modern
pairing of Judaism and negativity reached a point of exhaustion? And if so, what comes after
Jewish negative theology?1.A word, first, on what is called negative theology, which, following
the Latin tradition, conventionally renders the Greek apophasis, meaning “unsaying” or more
simply “denial” or “negation” (as for Aristotle, On Interpretation 17a25). Modern scholarship on
medieval Jewish philosophy speaks of the “negative descriptions” or “negative attributes” that
are used by an author to challenge positive theological assertions, though the medieval
authors do not themselves use the phrase t+á�r�¶Ð šl�¶Á+yim. Derrida thought it significant to
acknowledge that “negative theology” comes to us predominantly in a Greco-Latin idiom and
therefore that one should be wary of assuming that all forms of negation of divine attributes
share common structures, goals, and methods.2 Such caution is prudent, though it goes
without saying that Greek thought influenced medieval Jewish and Islamic thinkers no less
than their Christian counterparts, especially in instances where they verge negative under the
influence of the Arabic Neoplatonic tradition.3 The attempt to distinguish Jewish negative
descriptions from Greco-Latin negative theology is therefore a complex matter, making all the
more welcome attempts to unfold this distinction in various ways.4What is usually called
negative theology can be parsed into ontological and epistemological variants. In denying
affirmative theological attributes, theologians of the via negativa argue that descriptive
characteristics such as living, loving, good, or wise are not essentially constitutive of God’s
nature; or else they deny that the essential divine nature can be known to us as such.In the
ontological version, negative theology involves the discursive practice of denying divine
attributes in order to speak more truthfully about God, either by unsaying (apophasis) untruths
about God or by deploying forms of theological speech that eschew predication. Aristotle
suggested that prayer was an example of a nonpropositional logos, as happens in “rhetoric or
poetry,” since prayer is “neither true nor false” (On Interpretation 17a5). Recent phenomenology
of religion has attempted to develop the thought by emphasizing the difference between prayer
as a form of address (speaking to God) and prayer as a descriptive or representational
discourse (speaking of or about God).5 It is questionable, however, whether theology can be
entirely reduced to forms of discourse such as prayer and poetry that supposedly suspend
referentially descriptive language. It can be objected that prayer implies predication, even when
it is reduced a pure form of address, and therefore quickly surrenders its theological advantage
over representational discourse. Yeshayahu Leibowitz, a prominent exponent of radical Jewish
negative theology, argued that even the implied predications of prayer should not be
understood as informatively representing God’s nature but as theologically warranted on
account of being instituted forms of theological language whose significance is entirely



normative and nondescriptive.6 This move, however, slides into theological noncognitivism,
thereby landing the negative theologian not closer to truth but outside the entire domain of
possible truths. The significance of religious language and the motivational basis of religious
praxis risk collapsing into conventionalism or even behaviorism. This is an ironic result, since
negative theology begins as a radically critical form of theological praxis but here ends up in a
dogmatic form of traditionalism.More often, austere ontological versions of negative theology
veer toward skepticism as a form of religious life, for they demand an active mental and
linguistic iconoclasm that persistently rules out predicating essential attributes of God. The
internalization of skepticism into the heart of theological conviction has sometimes wrongly
been confused with atheism, since atheism also denies everything that can be predicated of
God. The comparison is crude, however, for conventional atheism treats the existence of God
as a predicate that can be denied (“God is nonexistent”), whereas negative theology denies
that God has predicates.7 Alternatively, conventional atheism affirms a determined concept of
God in order to deny its instantiation; as Blanchot says, “we carry on about atheism, which has
always been a privileged way of talking of God.”8 By contrast, the negative theologian denies
the concept of God, creating space within the discourse of theology for internal critique, an
incessant displacement of meanings, and a range of skeptical praxes oriented by religious
fidelity to the truth of God.If the skepticism associated with the ontological version of negative
theology differs in the respect noted from conventional, conceptual atheism, it nevertheless
resembles a rarer form of nonconceptual atheism.9 Nonconceptual atheisms deny not merely
the existence of the Divine but the divinization of existence; they deny all absolute conceptions
of ultimate reality and for that reason converge on ontological versions of negative theology,
sometimes to a hair’s breadth, for they become likewise implicated in skeptical praxes and
discourses that incessantly contest their own grounds.10 It is surely for this reason that
negative theology has played a crucial role in recent continental philosophy, whereas in the
analytic tradition, “negative theology has been no more than a minor strand.”11 But if negative
theology resembles a certain nonconceptual atheism, it steers clear of naturalism by refusing
to identify the divine Will with natural causes or with the totality of causal relations that
naturalists believe can explain the entire realm of intelligibility. Yet it does not resort to
supernaturalism, for it denies the analogy of God with an immaterial cause operating externally
on the world. Negative theology calls for alternative strategies for understanding the relation
between faith and scientific knowledge.In contrast to ontological versions, epistemological
accounts of negative theology do not deny that God “has” essential attributes but that such
qualities can be known to human beings through usual modes of acquaintance. Divine reality
exceeds the capacities of cognition. But if knowledge falls short, this does not exclude the
possibility of approach or even contact with modes of divinity that cannot be captured in
discursive or cognitive form. Accordingly, whereas ontological versions of negative theology
incorporate radical skepticism, epistemological versions tend toward mysticism. Thus
Maimonides, the most influential medieval Jewish exponent of the via negativa, says that one
comes “nearer to the apprehension of Him, may He be exalted, with every increase in the
negations regarding Him,” leaving the question open as to whether this acquired proximity
involves some contact with, or illumination of, the divine presence; whereas Gikatilla, in his
thirteenth-century Kabbalistic classic, compares the positive descriptions implied by the divine
names to garments that must be disrobed in order to behold the truth of God, thereby
suggesting an intimate, erotic encounter stripped of all descriptive embellishments.12 The two
versions of negative theology are often entwined within one author, however, as the reception
history of Maimonides’s negative theology makes plain.132.As a mode of skepticism or critique



of the possibility of a logos appropriate to the truth of divine oneness, negative theology is as
old as philosophy itself: the “unwritten doctrines” of Plato’s middle period, like the later
Parmenides, already suggest as much, while Neoplatonic, Gnostic, and influential early
Christian thinkers likewise attest to theology as a form of auto-critique.14 A Jewish predilection
for the via negativa can be detected in Philo of Alexandria, who has even been called “the
Father of negative theology.”15 This overstates the case, however. Philo’s immense confidence
in the power of the Logos attenuates his incidental discussions of the incomprehensibility of
God.16 In light of the motivating assumption of this volume, namely that negative theology
becomes a shibboleth for Jewish thought only in the modern period on account of specific
historical developments, Carabine’s view of Philo’s role in the emergence of the via negativa is
of particular interest. Not only does Philo provide “no developed theory of the unknowability of
God,” but he is inhibited from adopting such a theory precisely because of his Jewish
theological convictions: “it would have been but a short step for him to take, but his Jewish faith
would have made it almost unthinkable.”17 This is a judicious view of the incongruity between
ancient Judaism and the negative theology of late Hellenistic philosophy.If there is almost no
Jewish negative theology in antiquity, it is commonly supposed that there is an eruption of
negativity in the medieval period. Two forces are often regarded as decisive. The first is the
philosophical pressure exerted on the pervasive anthropomorphic language of the Tanakh,
which the educated elite of the medieval period finds at odds with the appeal of abstract
conceptions of divinity. Metaphorical and allegorical interpretations of biblical
anthropomorphism indeed constitute a type of negation of biblical literalism, abstracting from
the plain meaning by negating its ostensible descriptions in order to reconcile the text with
scientific or philosophical conceptions of divinity. Moreover, in some authors, such as Ibn
Paquda and Maimonides, the negation of biblical anthropomorphism seems to lead inexorably
to further, more radical negations. When this happens, more abstract conceptions of God such
as “first,” “wise,” or “powerful” come to be regarded, or discovered as, in truth, no less
anthropomorphic than biblical images of God’s walking, speaking, or outstretched arm.18
Negative theology here emerges as a type of immanent critique of rational theology, as a
theological critique of a rational conception of God.A critique of biblical literalism does not,
however, amount to, or even demand, the negation of divine attributes.19 More often than not,
the critique of positive descriptions of God found in Scripture lead to rational or mythic
accounts of the divine, as in Saadia Gaon or the Zohar, both of which heartily affirm the
eminent attributes of God and our capacity to understand the divine nature through intellect or
symbols. Philosophical or folk-philosophical critiques of biblical anthropomorphism are perhaps
necessary conditions for negative theology, but they are far from sufficient.A second, more
precise way that negative theology was introduced into medieval Jewish thought involved the
transmission of Neoplatonic thought to Jews via the Arabic Plotinus.20 This medieval
Neoplatonism played a pivotal role in reshaping numerous theological concepts such as those
of a Creator or the immortality of the soul. For our purposes, the decisive factor is the
contribution of medieval Neoplatonism to Jewish conceptions of divine unity and thus to the
very notion of Jewish monotheism. By virtue of Neoplatonic views of the “One beyond being,”
the notion of God’s oneness becomes both a philosophical conundrum of the highest order and
an opportunity to distance Jewish theology from the speculative and scientific dominance of
neo-Aristotelian thought. The Neoplatonic elevation of the One beyond being, beyond intellect,
soul, and nature, introduced a critical distance between, on the one hand, the source of
intellect, the foundations of knowledge, and the grounds of being and, on the other hand,
medieval metaphysics and a literal understanding of sacred Jewish texts, both of which were



seen to contravene the monotheistic truth of divine oneness.The Neoplatonic conception of
divine unity yields numerous interpretations, but we can identify two models, namely, oneness
as wholeness and oneness as uniqueness. Both models generated discourses and praxes of
negation as a means of fidelity to the divine One. The notion of a whole implies component
parts and therefore contradicts the principle of God’s indivisibility. And since language divides
reality into items or entities, there can be no language of the whole and no language adequate
to the whole. Moreover, the absolute whole, by definition, is not an entity within reality but an
ever-expanding concept, since qua whole it must include all that is not yet revealed or created.
The whole therefore eludes affirmation by virtue of identifying “one” with “all,” including the still
to come, and can accordingly be approached only by negating what has already been affirmed
of it.21 On the other hand, stipulating that God’s oneness means uniqueness rather than
wholeness raises its own problems. The unique is by definition inaccessible through concepts
and words whose intelligibility depends on their common currency. Every concept or
descriptive representation of the unique betrays its uniqueness, a paradox that goes back to
the Parmenides but became central to Jewish thought through its assimilation of the
Neoplatonic One beyond being to the mono of Jewish monotheism. A fundamental shift in
understanding the nature and purpose of religious language and, arguably, in religious
experience, can be detected wherever the Neoplatonic One beyond being is invoked in the
guise of God’s “unity,” “indivisibility,” or “oneness.” This shift consists of critical and skeptical
reflection on the powers of language and cognition, leading to various modes of unsaying
everything said in the name of God.Two main avenues are open to a thinker in the face of
cognitive and linguistic limits imposed by the One beyond being: the ineffable, with its silent
intuitions, contemplations, and inexpressible illuminations; and skeptical critique, with its
strategic failures to face up to the ultimate term of its own faithfulness. We thus come upon two
types of medieval Jewish negative theology, a unitive-intuitive type that involves silent contact
with the ineffable and a critical-skeptical type whose purpose is to draw attention to the
constraints of theological language and religious experience.22 Most medieval Jewish
Neoplatonists, like their Christian and Islamic counterparts, belong in the first camp (Isaac
Israeli, Ibn Paquda, Ibn Gabirol, the Kabbalists), while Maimonides is often, if controversially,
held up as the champion of the latter.23 Whereas the first, predominant type of negative
theology served to supplement positive theological assertions, augmenting faith and the
presence of God with mystery and incomprehensibility, the second type aims to separate God
from all positive predication.24 A reading of Maimonides as articulating this second, radical
type of negative theology has an illustrious pedigree, from Aquinas and Eckhart to modern
Jewish advocates such as Shlomo Pines, Yeshayahu Leibowitz, Kenneth Seeskin, and, most
recently, Josef Stern. Stern’s systematically skeptical interpretation argues that for
Maimonides, intellectual abstraction suffers from the anthropomorphic structures of a subject/
predicate syntax that belies the truth of divine unity. The view of Maimonides as a radical or
skeptical negative theologian is contestable, however, and Lenn E. Goodman offers an
important criticism of it in this volume. Moreover, if the Latin reception supports it, the Judeo-
Arabic reception presses Maimonides closer to an account of negative theology as the
achievement of ineffable knowledge attained, or at least envisaged, through contemplative-
unitive intellection.Some, often Catholics, claim that the “radicalization” of negative theology is
in fact a degradation that fails to account for the distinction between the via negativa and the
via eminentiae.25 The latter view proposes that there are “supereminent” senses to
descriptions such as “first,” “cause,” “good,” “exists,” and so forth that are at once
incommensurable with the ordinary meanings of such predicates and at the same time



apposite for theological purposes, for they orient thought toward more perfect ideas than do
lesser predicates and thereby draw us closer to the strictly inconceivable truth of divine
perfection. Critics reply that the notion of a supereminent sense equivocates. Either such
concepts share their meanings with worldly instantiations and have therefore not been
sufficiently negated, or else they differ categorically from the worldly sense of such concepts
and therefore forfeit their claim to a reserve of supereminent meaning.26 Whether Maimonides
himself articulates or else inspires the radical view, he clearly sets the tone for a Jewish
negative theology in which fidelity to true oneness introduces skepticism into the heart of
philosophical monotheism. As mentioned, the shift from negations that supplement to
negations that separate God from all positive predicates can even blur the boundary between
faith and faithlessness, or theology and atheism, since faith shaped by radical negation denies
that there is any adequate way to refer to God with any certainty at all. Most modern Jewish
thinkers who have entered this debate (Derrida, Elliot Wolfson) belong to this radicalized camp.
Like Leibowitz and Stern, and despite major differences in their methods, goals and
formulations, these thinkers reject the prospect of a supereminent theology in favor of a
skeptical bracketing of all attributions.3.As Sandra Valabregue demonstrates in the first chapter
of this volume, the overwhelming uses of negation in medieval Jewish thought serve a higher
theological purpose in which nonknowledge is integrated into affirmations regarding the nature
of God. This bids us to view the modern penchant for critical and skeptical forms of Jewish
negative theology as a distinctly recent development. Why does the radical version of negative
theology become the mark of a distinctly Jewish sensibility not only within the field of theology
and the philosophy of religion but throughout modern Western culture? We can point to three
conspicuous developments.The first involves a generalization of the central problem of
negative theology in the form of the modern epistemological problematic. Whereas negative
theology arises for the ancients and medievals in view of the desire and difficulties of
conceiving the One, the transcendent source of reality (the Platonic Good, the Neoplatonic
One, the Christian Father, the Islamic Allah, the Jewish Yhwh), for the moderns, an analogous
problem plagues all objects individuated by virtue of being representations in the mind of a
subject. For the medievals, negative theology is a way of articulating the failure of language
and thought with respect to the one ultimate source of reality, and representation is a problem
only in so far as it lays claim to represent God as One. For the moderns, each (and therefore
every) act of representation is implicated in a problematic relation with the unique object to
which it refers (or seems to refer, wants to refer, etc.). In modern times, each mental act
presents the possibility of failing to refer to the very object it intends. The unity of the object
divides in the modern period into its presentation and representation, its reference and sense,
its noesis and noema, and so forth. The object divides into itself and its representation, an
epistemological gesture that unwittingly draws all the problems of theological reference into the
heart of philosophy, for it now becomes questionable whether language and thought refer, and
are able to refer, to the very things they claim to be about.27 The medievals found the relation
between thought and the transcendent reality of divine oneness uniquely problematic. Modern
thinkers, however, often doubt the relation between any representation and any individual bit of
reality, with each object presenting itself doubtfully, as amenable both to knowledge and the
vagaries of mental representation.28 As Derrida observed, the impossibility of definitively
closing this gap for any object gives the modern problem of representation an audible if not
always heard echo of negative theology. Where representation and reality come apart and
positive discourse falters in securing its referential claims, one finds echoes, traces, or
analogues of negative theology.The crisis of representation in the modern age is intricately, if



somewhat accidentally, related to the perception and self-understanding of Judaism in the
same period. Problems of representation and its referents are fundamental to modern
philosophy from Descartes through German Idealism, as to phenomenology through analytic
philosophy and cognitive science. During the same period, however, new and austere
theological interpretations of the biblical ban on representation become increasingly associated
with Judaism and indeed frequently embraced by Jews themselves.29 The obvious
equivocation here between mental representations, on the one hand, and idolatrous
representations, on the other, hardly matters, for among philosophical theologians in the
modern period, especially Jews and Protestants, there is widespread agreement that idolatry is
a mental state. For modern Maimonideans, for example, mental representation is precisely
idolatrous representation.30 The prohibition on representation is thus a second element in the
newly forged alliance between Judaism and negative theology in the modern period. The
widespread, general philosophical problem of representation that saturates modern Western
intellectual culture intersects with the prohibition on representation construed belatedly as a
problem of theological cognition. The ground thereby becomes prepared for a notionally Jewish
prohibition on representation to characterize every discourse—literature, art, history,
psychoanalysis, ethics, theory of translation, etc.—where representation is at once necessary
and ineffectual in attaining its object, and for the latter reason prohibited. In this way, Jews and
non-Jews alike came to associate Judaism, Jewish culture, and sometimes even Jews
themselves, with the prohibition on representation, interpreted as a principled iconoclasm
motivated by an impossible fidelity to the unique referent of their faith and desire.Finally, we
should recall the influential German philosophical construction of this Jewish prohibition on
representation, for it sets the stage for what will become, in the twentieth century, a decisive
transvaluation of the uses of Jewish negative theology. Protestant philosophers, most famously
Kant and Hegel, had correlated the positivism of Jewish law—a dubious conception
emphasized by Luther, Spinoza, and Wellhausen, among others—with their perception of the
insurmountable discord and distance they perceived between the Jews and God. In their view,
the irrational positivism of Jewish law, its brute givenness and opacity to reason, expresses the
Jewish conception of God as an alien, opaque Will. This generally derogatory view of the
Jewish religion as wholly heteronomous stood in conflict with Kant’s project in the First and
Second Critiques. Almost grudgingly, however, Kant acknowledges that this very theology
anticipates the account of the sublime presented in the Third Critique. “Perhaps there is no
more sublime passage in the Jewish Book of the Law than the commandment: Thou shalt not
make unto thyself any graven image,” he wrote, because this proscription attests to “a
presentation of the infinite” which, though “merely negative” with respect to the true idea of the
infinite, affects the imagination by saturating it with sensibility and thereby “expands the
soul.”31 Tension and displeasure, awe and respect, and above all the nonpurposiveness of
nature characterize both the Kantian sublime and Kant’s view of Judaism. This marks a crucial
moment in the transvaluation of Jewish negativity, for on this view—which is far from laudatory,
given the desideratum of a religion of reason—Judaism is founded, through the prohibition on
representation, on the impossibility of unifying the understanding.In developing his account of
the sublime, and of the Hebraic prohibition on representation as a negative response to the
sublime, Kant drew heavily on Mendelssohn. The latter had illustrated Burke’s idea of the
sublime through the example of biblical poetry, arguing that many Psalms arouse an intuition of
realities that “cannot be adequately intimated by means of any sign and cannot be presented
as they are by any image.”32 Hegel, however, bypasses Mendelssohn’s sympathetic construal
of the Jewish sublime while intensifying Kant’s emphasis on the Jews’ failure to conceive the



God they worship. Judaism thereby becomes a religion of self-alienation. For Hegel, failure to
understand God, expressed in enslavement to the Law, casts the Jews into a “fatal unholy void”
where Spirit cannot be reconciled with Reason or mediated in the historical form of the
State.33 For most philosophers and historians of the immensely influential modern German
Protestant tradition, Jewish negativity was rigid, a theological dogma whose sublime specter
was confined to the form of brute, positivist law that cannot be realized in historical forms, for
these require mediation and representation.In the course of the twentieth century, however,
Hegel’s account of the inexorable reconciliation of the real and the rational looked increasingly
malignant and was met with widespread resistance and repudiation. The “unholy void” of
Jewish theology that found no place in the dialectic of historical reason was slowly transformed
into something of a holy void. Mendelssohn had described the appropriate response to the
sublime as “a holy shudder,” and if this was elicited in response to an idea of perfection more
perfect than any representation, in the twentieth century it was not perfection but the
unrepresentable that aroused a shudder. Here is the third development contributing to the
prominence of modern Jewish negative theology. Whereas nineteenth-century thinkers
understood the Second Commandment as warrant for a rationalization of Judaism, as Spirit
appeared in ever more violent and oppressive historical forms in the course of the twentieth
century, influential thinkers and writers embraced the negativity of Judaism as an elusive mode
of spiritual critique that resists representation, refuses reconciliation, and defies
communication.The unsympathetic construction of Judaism as a religion of sublime but non-
integratable negativity was thereby resignified. A holy shudder before the unholy void of history
became a characteristically Jewish way of resisting the violent optimism of the modern
European imagination. The perceived shortcomings of Jewish thought in the long nineteenth
century came to be viewed in the twentieth century as a major source of the power of
postmodern critique, the Jewish refusal of representation dialectically becoming an affirmation
of the claims of the unrepresentable in the midst of modernity. This is how Levinas regarded
Judaism, as a way out of the violence of historical reason, a way “backwards, through the very
door by which Hegel thinks we enter it.”34 So too, as Dobbs-Weinstein argues in this volume,
Adorno’s sense of historical critique emerges directly out of this commitment to a transvalued
affirmation of the impossibility of reconciling spirit with history.35 The German-Jewish negative
theologies of Scholem and Benjamin, Celan and Kafka, are variants of the same trajectory, as
other chapters in this volume show. Moreover, modern Jewish theologians such as
Rosenzweig and Michael Wyschogrod embraced Jewish negativity for similar reasons, though
to quite different purposes. In rejecting the Protestant-Idealist view of Judaism as a religion in
which God is distant and transcendent, they emphasized the presence of God as the negativity
that nurtures Jewish life. The prohibition on representation becomes, in their view, not a
prohibition on representing the transcendent exteriority of the divine but the normative
impossibility of reflecting the absolute immanence and excruciating intimacy of God in the
midst of Jewish life. For Rosenzweig, negative theology involves a coming to terms with the
divine Nothing that circulates among us, as that which we cannot know except through
living.36 David Novak’s phenomenological account of Jewish negative theology in chapter 11
makes a comparable argument.The transvaluation of the sublime discord of Jewish existence
was adopted not only by an array of Jewish thinkers, many of whom are examined in this
volume, but also by thinkers such as Blanchot and Lyotard.37 The criticism that the likes of
Kant and Hegel directed at Judaism was thereby converted from a modern deficit to a
postmodern surplus. Jewish and non-Jewish thinkers alike grasped the core contribution of
Jewish thought in terms of transcendence, unrepresentability, and otherness that correlated,



more faithfully than reason or understanding, to the excesses of the twentieth century. A
complex history entwining the generalized crisis of representation in the modern
epistemological tradition, the association of the failures of representation with the Jewish
prohibition on images, and the deployment of the unrepresentable for the sake of critiques of
historical reason thereby fashioned negative theology into a fulcrum around which Jewish
thought was transvaluated from derision to respect in the course of postmodernity.384.Can we
specify modern Jewish negative theology further? Are there ways of distinguishing Jewish
negative theology from its proximate rivals, such as the Neoplatonic One beyond being,
Christian mystical theology, Hegel’s dialectical negativity, or the nothing of which Heidegger
speaks? It is unlikely that Jewish negative theology could be systematized or brought in line
with a paradigm through which examples could be classified. But perhaps there is something
approaching what Agata Bielik-Robson calls a swerve or clinamen of thought.39 Harold Bloom,
no friend of Adorno or Levinas, agrees that Jewish negation is non-Hegelian in the sense that it
offers no redemptive prospect of reconciling the rational with the real or reason with history. He
further suggests that Jewish negativity cannot be put to “destructive use” for the sake of the
disclosures of being-as-a-whole, as is the case for Heidegger. Even less likely will Jewish
negation yield silent disclosures of divine being, as Thomistic negation avers, or saturate us
with pure gifts to which the only proper response is “Eucharist” (that is, “thanksgiving”), as is
the case for Jean-Luc Marion. Rather, Bloom argues, and in so doing perhaps unhappily
comes close to rivals such as Adorno, Benjamin, and Levinas, Jewish negation
“always . . . reenacts the ambiguities of the Second Commandment” by supposing a thorough
“dualism” between experience and truth.40This is a helpful start to speculating on a
distinctively Jewish amalgam of the prohibition on representation and negative theology,
though it must be further distinguished from the unsurprisingly gnostic cast of Bloom’s account.
This can be done by observing that the “dualism” of Jewish negative theology transpires
entirely within the phenomenal realm. It is not a dualism of spirit and matter, still less of mind
and body; it is a dualism within the world, an elusiveness within the concrete. Mobilizing the
abstract negations of Greek and medieval metaphysics, modern Jewish thought finds divine
uniquenesses amid creation, prohibiting not only representation, which reifies, but also the
reductio ad unum, which culminates in intuitive comprehension or rapture.A Jewish mode of
negativity would be, in this view, concrete but fluid, incarnate yet elusive.41 These are near-
contraries that are difficult to combine, and yet it seems that not only does much modern
Jewish thought attempt to do so, but in so doing it reiterates, in a negative idiom, something of
the incarnational monotheism of the Bible.42 Jewish negation is not abstract, and tropes such
as those of “transcendence” do not conjure an ultimate reality that stands over and against, or
above and beyond, the immanence of the world, in another realm.43 Rather, Jewish negativity
is at work within the immanent order, as aniconic immanence, olam ha-bah not as another
world but as this world becoming other, different from the given one, “nonbeing as not-yet-
being,” as Martin Kavka says of Hermann Cohen’s messianic negative theology.44As many of
the chapters in this volume argue, modern Jewish negative theology is consistently carnal and
aniconic. Rosenzweig is perhaps the boldest inflection of such a view. In his view, Jewish
nonknowing encompasses the distance between the Jewish people and God; Jews cannot see
God because God is too close, dwelling amid the people in their not knowing and thereby
becoming expressed in the course of life without becoming an object of knowledge. But
Scholem’s interpretation of the Lurianic account of the divine contracting and fragmenting is
another, more anarchistic inflection of a similar conviction. The shapes of Jewish negation
mark neither absence nor abstraction but the incessant displacement of the divine amid



creation, liberating creation by renewing the exile of God from Godself into the world. This is
“God’s absolute mobility,” as Scholem calls it.45 This is a negative theology different from both
the epistemological version that fosters mystical intuition and the ontological version that
induces skepticism. We might call it a “negative panentheism.” It is a Jewish negative theology
entirely different from the rigid conception of Jewish negation propagated by the Protestant
German tradition.46 Celan’s poem attests to the “dualism” to which Bloom vaguely
gestures.ONCEI heard him,he was washing the world,unseen, nightlong,real.One and
Infinite,annihilated,ied.Light was. Salvation.“One and Infinite” are not disclosed, not beheld, not
grasped, and not even skeptically suspended, but undergo a tsimtsum into the world,
contracting into the real like silence contracted into a stutter. The contraction of silence into
language communicates the One and Infinite itself, its I (ich) as annihilated (vernichtet). This is
not a contraction into what is or even was but into what must have “once” become without
settling into being, thus in a sense without ever having been: it was annihilated before it was
ied (ichten).47 It is a becoming once, a becoming unique, through which the whole, the world,
becomes washed, lustered. And yet this washing is only “heard,” its luster remains “unseen.”
How can this negation of One and Infinite result in Rettung, Salvation, Rescue, or Recovery?
Perhaps by fostering the belief that “Light was”—the way a blind man’s belief in vision might
foster more sensitivity in his touch, hearing, smell, and taste. This is not the salvation of sight
but a salvation born from the intensification of blindness illuminated by the vision of another.In
the same vein, the theme of negative theology affords a wider, more fluid conception of “Jewish
thought” than might often be presumed. Moses de Leon, one of the great masters, understood
“the superiority of the human over the beast is nothing [’ayin]” (Ecclesiastes 3:19), to mean that
the human soul is distinguished from that of a beast because of the ’ayin it alone shares with
God.48 In the Zohar, he attributes the highest part of the human soul to the divine aspect
called Who? (Bina=Mi?=Who?), and so implies that selfhood is an enigmatic questioning that
cannot be resolved. For negative theologians, to be in the image of God is to expose oneself to
one’s own unrepresentable, shape-shifting uniqueness, to put oneself in question and thus
become Who? to what one knows oneself to be. Seen through the mobile shapes of negation,
a different history of “modern Jewish thought” comes into view as a community of those who
have ’ayin in common. Kafka’s famous quip, “What have I in common with Jews? I have hardly
anything in common with myself,” is emblematic of the unbounded relations that Jewish
negative theology can yield.49 That is why in this volume the Maggid of Mezerich stands
alongside Theodor Adorno and Rav Kook alongside Jacques Derrida. Negative theology as
Jewish modernity calls for the negation of identity in accounting for Jewish intellectual
history.5.The volume opens with a chapter by Sandra Valabregue that describes a major
theological fault line marking the passage from the medieval to the modern. Valabregue tells a
cautionary tale of the Jewish passion for negativity and transcendence. Discerning a range of
negative theologies in the medieval period, when Jewish thinkers first begin to think
theologically with the help and hindrance of philosophical concepts, Valabregue proposes that
a “comprehensive” or “uncompromising” negative theology demanding the total negation of
human knowledge is marginal within the medieval landscape. It emerges in a certain
interpretation of Maimonides—and by no means the most prevalent one—and in the
Kabbalistic thought of Nachmanides, for whom concealment (ha-ne’elam) becomes the
principle appellation of God’s essence. But on the whole, as Valabregue shows, Jewish
philosophers and mystics, including those writing under the sway of medieval Neoplatonism,
describe their experiences and interpret the Torah with reference to a modest mode of
negativity that is “integrated” into the positive program of knowing, understanding, and cleaving



to God. Rather than standing against or undermining theosophical commitment, medieval
Jewish negative theology for the most part complements and completes the cataphatic. As
many of the contributors to this volume demonstrate, the same is not the case in the modern
period, where tropes of negativity such as otherness and transcendence overwhelm the
positive commitments many Jews are prepared to make to an ultimate term of knowledge and
desire.Since this volume takes seriously the hypothesis that negative theology affords
something of a mobile paradigm for Jewish modernity, it opens with conceptual arguments that
can help us understand this swerve. Kenneth Seeskin (chapter 2) argues that the disjunction
between divine reality and human concepts has its first formulation in the biblical idea that no
one can see the face of God and live. Why should a benevolent God destroy someone who
looks at him? Seeskin’s answer is that the destruction at issue here involves the devastation of
thought in the face of the uncontainable, overwhelming reality of God. The biblical idea is
philosophically articulated by Maimonides, Descartes, and Levinas, all of whom explain how it
is that thought runs into ruin on the shore of divine reality. Seeskin’s argument prompts one to
think that biblical monotheism is distinguished from paganism not simply by the substitution of
one god for many but by the introduction of a type of autoimmune condition into thought.
Monotheism introduces a stimulus that precipitates thought’s turning against itself, eating itself
up, and attacking itself. No one can see the face of God and live because the face of God is a
catalyst for thought destroying itself, for consciousness breaking apart, the way direct vision of
the sun is blinding. The core of monotheism narrated in the Bible in metaphors of concrete,
physical destruction is philosophically elaborated as the devastation of consciousness’s
capacity to conceptualize. Seeskin thereby offers an original way of understanding the distinct
contribution of Jewish monotheism, germinating in the Torah and mushrooming in philosophies
that describe the human experience of autoimmunized abnegation. Monotheism is not a view
of divine isolation, but of a divine desolation of the power of consciousness. Yet as Seeskin
explains, this admission does not imply that God “really is” destructive or malicious but only
that our conception of divine reality is essentially unreliable. We should, he therefore urges,
adopt a stance of humility when speaking of God, as did Moses and Job in light of their
respective near-death experiences of divine reality. Institutional religion can then be reclaimed
on the basis of a positive vision of society founded on fragile foundations that correct against
fundamentalism.Lenn E. Goodman (chapter 3) offers a clear alternative to Seeskin’s account of
the destructive value of negative theology. According to Goodman, there is far more positivity to
Jewish negative theology than Seeskin implies. Goodman argues for an important corrective to
the dominant reception of Maimonides’s account of negative attributes. Whereas the Rambam
is famously said to deny all predications of God, including “relation,” as Shlomo Pines
translates the term nisba, Goodman proposes that relation is far too broad a concept and even
a misleading one. If there were no “relation” between God and the world, as Pines and his
followers suggest, Maimonides would seem to contradict himself within a matter of sentences
and, worse, would undermine his own persistent affirmation of God as Creator, of there being
purpose to the Torah, and of the intelligibility of the created order—all of which imply a
“relation” between God and the world. Offering alternative translations of nisba as kinship, link,
connection, or comparison, Goodman argues that these narrower yet more precise concepts
suggest a very different account of “the scope of his [Maimonides’s] apophasis,” which allows
for positive approximations to knowledge of God’s wisdom and purpose. Even so, Goodman
proposes that a corrected account of what is positive in Maimonidean negative theology still
requires “a new ontology and axiology” that overcomes the excessive intellectualism of the
Rambam’s approach. Spinoza, he suggests, paves the way toward this new ontology and



axiology, because he sees both intellect and matter as equally significant aspects of the one
substance while proposing that even these are but two of God’s infinite aspects.Samuel
Lebens (chapter 4) provides an analytic philosophical perspective on the viability of Jewish
negative theology. Agreeing with Alvin Plantinger’s rejection of negative theology for violating
its own constrains by describing God as indescribable, Lebens argues that there is
nevertheless room to make conceptual sense of what he calls “the apophaticism of
experience.” He offers three ways of exploring the analytically viable space that remains. The
first draws on Graham Priest’s account of dialethism, the idea that noncontradiction is not quite
the sacrosanct law of logic it is usually taken to be and that, rather, sentences or propositions
can be simultaneously true and false. The second introduces a distinction between the
ascription of fundamental properties to God and the ascription of nonfundamental properties,
arguing that if we preserve this distinction we can have our apophatic cake (at the
nonfundamental level) and eat it too. But it is in a third sense that Lebens offers an original
contribution. Building on Wittgenstein’s idea of falsehoods that are capable of illuminating
something, he argues that apophatic experience, the experience of an indefinable presence in
everyday life, disturbs religious life and unsettles the knowledge of God that believers tacitly
assume. As a way of speaking about God, he concedes that negative theology cannot be true
on pain of contradiction, or even useful to certain ways of thinking of philosophical theology.
Even so, if apophatic experience fails to convey truths it nevertheless illuminates and makes
salient the tacit ineffable knowledge religious people have of God. In Lebens’s view, this does
not compel us to accept absurd conclusions or reject the premises that led us to the
illuminating falsehood; rather, it leads us to a place of epistemological and theological humility.
The position allows for a more sympathetic rereading of Maimonides and Saadya, among
others. A plausible reading of Maimonides, for example, could maintain that negative theology
is patently false if formulated propositionally and discursively, even as apophatic experiences
illuminate the limits of our knowledge and thereby imply epistemological and theological
humility.The three previous essays defend the viability of Jewish negative theology today, even
if they characterize it in interestingly different ways: Seeskin’s radical view of monotheism as
negation, Goodman’s view of negativity as admitting of relation, Lebens’s almost Popperian
view of negativity as the infinite horizon of theological falsifiability. It is reasonable, I think, to
conclude that negative theology plays a rationalist role for these philosophers, one that enables
Jewish theology to enter the blazing lights of modernity—dispelling superstition,
anthropomorphism, fantasy and so forth—without lapsing into the false achievements of
atheism. They are historically informed essays, but their purpose is less to explicate than to
point to reasons for defending, and ways of articulating, a Jewish theology in which negativity
is the traction enabling travel in the desert of the modern theological imaginary. And yet they
were not the first to sense this exigency. As James Jacobson-Maisels (chapter 5) shows, at the
dawn of the modern period, and perhaps not by chance, the Hasidic movement was nurtured
by a font of theological negativity that still today quenches the souls of traditional and neo-
Hasidic devotees. This font is the Maggid of Mezericz, disciple of the founder of the Hasidic
movement, the Baal Shem Tov, and the principal transmitter of Hasidic mysticism to the “holy
fraternity” (hevra kadisha) of Rebbes who would spread and develop the Hasidic way. Bearing
the centrality of the Maggid in mind, it quickly becomes apparent that negative theology has
been immensely attractive to a wide array of modern Jewish theologians, including many who
never read Descartes, Kant, or Hegel. Jacobson-Maisels offers a close reading of a sample of
the Maggid’s influential work, Maggid Devar le-Yaacov, which exposes the systematic and
pragmatic role of negativity at the very origins of Hasidic theology. As he shows, not only does



the Maggid provide novel midrashim that have abiding pertinence for the practice of not-
knowing-God and not-being-God, but this practice is particularly suited to the experience of
alienation and disenchantment that marks modern life. Here we find precedent, from traditional
quarters, for viewing negative theology as an essential tool in cultivating a Jewish response to
modernity by embracing God’s own negativity.If the Maggid of Mezericz opened the Hasidic
font of mystical negativity, Rav Abraham Isaac Kook, the first Ashkenazi chief rabbi of Israel
and an immensely influential figure in twentieth-century Israeli mysticism, widened its channels.
As Elliot R. Wolfson (chapter 6) shows, for Kook the experience of not-knowing God becomes
entwined with mystical historicity, the acknowledgment that ultimate religious experience is
riven by the concrete entanglements that become inescapable in the modern world, of faith
entwined with heresy and truth with unbelief. Wolfson delves into Rav Kook’s mystical writings
and discloses his Kabbalistic meontology, a clandestine Torah or revelation of the nonbeing of
all that is. One of Kook’s innovations, as Wolfson shows, is to divulge this secret to a wider
public than is commonly supposed to know it, a disclosure based on the conviction that in
modern times there is theological truth in atheism and a margin of heresy within the experience
of faith. The secret that inheres in the world can no longer be kept within the confines of the law
—though it is found there abundantly, which leads Kook to his distinct form of ethnomysticism—
just as the divine mysteries of the natural world can no longer be cordoned off from athiests
and heretics. Rather, in the modern period, as Rav Kook sees it, the world itself betrays the
clandestine traces of divinity, manifesting the complexio oppositorum that in the medieval
period remained beyond the world. Accordingly, as Wolfson shows, the limits between faith and
heresy, truth and unbelief, are transformed by Kook in the modern period from antitheses to
potentially mutually enriching experiences. Dissidents and heretics such as Spinoza, Jacob
Frank, and Ernst Bloch hover in the wings of this transmigration of the divine secret, even as it
makes historically viable the sort of Ultra-Orthodox theology of Zionism that Rav Kook’s son,
Rav Tzvi Yehuda, politicized with such success.A persistent thought and a common approach
taken by several of the contributors in this volume suggests that there are two prevalent ways
of thinking of negative theology, but that only one is compatible with the project of Jewish
philosophical theology, especially as it is thought of in the modern period. The distinction
between “Two Types of Negative Theology,” as Shira Wolosky calls it in chapter 7 of this
volume, turns on the difference between negating the world for the sake of a higher Being or
the One beyond being, and negating the prospect of attaining to the One for the sake of the
world in which differences are glorified as “particularized” by the divine Will, as the medieval
put it, and thus inherent in the created order. Wolosky elucidates these two versions of
negative theology, one that longs to return back to the One beyond being and thereby negates
the world, and another that negates the attempts to unify being by desiring and relating to
differences within the world. This useful distinction allows her to get a foothold where angels
might have feared to tread. Despite the unquestionably syncretistic developments in Platonic
and Neoplatonic monotheism, the distinction outlined by Wolosky is of great explanatory value
in accounting for major differences among writers who employ the tropes of negative theology
for rival purposes. Levinas’s work is an exemplary case of the second, “ethical” type of negative
theology that negates the unity of metaphysical concepts in order to embrace—to desire, love,
and respect—the multiplicities of difference presented in human relations. In contrast to the
vertical negative theology of the ontological tradition that seeks to ascend the hierarchy of
being by retracing the grades of emanation from the Many to the One and thereby overcome
difference, Levinas’s work proposes to release thought from the violent fantasy of transcending
the world by turning to the multiplicity inherent in the goodness of creation. By negating the



illusion of unity, Levinas answers Nietzsche’s call to discard the mask of a metaphysical world
behind this one and develops a nonhierarchical negative theology that addresses the demands
of postmodern ethics and—or through—the Judaic legacy.Sarah Pessin (chapter 8) endorses a
similar distinction to the one Wolosky develops. For Pessin, however, the distinction manifests
when the exigency of negation runs up against positive religious doctrines that enjoin us to
imitate the truth to which they refer, as for example in core Christian beliefs about the presence
of God, be it as hypostatic Person of the Trinity or as historically incarnate flesh on the cross.
Such limits, she argues, do not constrain all varieties of negative theology. The case of the
medieval Jewish poet and theologian, Solomon Ibn Gabirol, offers a characteristically Jewish
way, she thinks, of releasing thought from the grip of presence by imitating the unlikeness of
God, becoming unlike oneself in a practice oriented toward transcendent goodness that never
settles into being itself. Idit Dobbs-Weinstein (chapter 9) extends this line of thinking as it
manifests in what she calls the secular Jewish negative theology of Theodor Adorno. She
offers a reading of Negative Dialectics in which Adorno’s antitheology is construed as a
rejection of the Christian via negativa, which she argues aims at consolation and salvation, and
she find in its place an iconoclastic refusal of all concepts that naturalize and dehistoricize
injustice. Jewish negative theology is the praxis of iconoclastically liberating the singular
demands of the historical hour from generic concepts that dampen them, demands heard by
secular Jewish theology in the singular voices of the oppressed and the suffering. These
chapters thus provide a far-ranging interpretation of the ban on images as a prohibition on unio
mystica, and are thus starkly at odds with much Christian negative theology.David Novak
(chapter 11) argues that Jewish negative theology emerges only in relation to the concrete
historical experience of revelation that the Jewish people underwent, for the only way to speak
of God, whether positively or negatively, is in relation to direct experience. This is reflected in
the phenomenology of Jewish life that supplicates to God on the basis of recollections of God’s
past redemptive action for the sake of the Jewish people. The crucial point, he suggests, is that
the limitations of Jewish knowledge concerning God already suppose a great deal about God,
for example what God has done in the past and, more importantly, what God promises to do.
Like G. E. Moore’s answer to the philosophical skeptic, Novak answers the theological skeptic
by holding up his hand; his left hand, no doubt, with tefillin wrapped around it. Liturgy is an
elaborate ostensive demonstration of what a Jew believes on the basis of direct historical
experience; it allows for the endless play of negativity but always only in a supporting role that
confirms the liturgical covenant of Israel. Even so, what is that supporting role? Novak
proposes that negative theology pushes liturgical thought beyond the only admissible evidence
there is, that of historical experience, toward experiences not yet given, the God no eye has
seen. Within the liturgical parameters that Novak proposes for a phenomenological approach to
Jewish thought, the role of negative theology is to orient prayer toward the fulfilment of the
eschatological promises that have been given but not yet realized. Liturgical negative theology
is experienced in eschatological prayer.The liturgical sense of Jewish negative theology that
Novak brings to the fore makes one less surprised than one might otherwise have been in
reading Agata Bielik-Robson’s reconsideration of the famous correspondence between
Scholem and Benjamin concerning the negativity of Kafka’s world. Bielik-Robson (chapter 12)
offers a completely fresh approach to this highpoint in Jewish modernity. Rising to the
formidable challenge of contesting Moshe Idel’s characterization of this German Jewish
theology as but a veiled Protestantization of God as deus absconditus, she demonstrates that
Benjamin’s misunderstanding of Scholem is based on his failure to distinguish between the
prospects of God’s absence and God’s promise. In her view, Scholem’s celebrated notion of



“the nothingness of revelation” is not the reflex of Judeo-Protestantism, as Idel alleges, but
articulates a messianic promise of the abiding antinomianism of revelation. Kafka’s works are
like scripture for the moderns, thought Scholem, but not because God is entirely concealed or
absent in them but because we find there traces of God’s antinomian promises, sparks of laws
that still bear promises of overcoming the natural and political orders of the world, even if these
sparks remain dormant in modern life. Whereas Benjamin, she suggests, rejects the idea that
the law might be reactivated by the fulfilment of its dormant promises. For Benjamin, all that
remains is to reconfigure the fragments of revelation in ways that allow for new narratives of
exodus that do not congeal into yet another form of law. The disagreement between Scholem
and Benjamin is thus marked, but without collapsing Jewish negativity into the Protestant deus
absconditus, for in neither case is it a matter of a leap into the holy terror of an absent God that
leaves room for nothing but grace. Like Novak, Scholem and Benjamin understand Jewish
negativity as an eschatological spark that promises to illuminate our historical coexistence in
this world, even as this spark is cast among the grave shadows of modern life.The crucial
question raised by Bielik-Robson’s account of Jewish negativity as the antinomian promise of a
different world concerns the role of Jewish law: does it guard or obstruct the promise of
mystery that jolts the world through the nothingness of revelation? David Shatz (chapter 13)
and Adam Lipszyc (chapter 14) offer divergent answers to this question. In Shatz’s view, “the
attempt to undermine Halakhah via the alleged inscrutability of God’s reasons” involves a grave
misdiagnosis of the Halakhic process. Shatz’s strategy is sophisticated. Rather than argue
against a strong account of negative theology, Shatz maintains that Halakhic commitment does
not depend on an antecedent understanding of the nature of God. But is not Halakhic practice
the hubris of cleaving to the Will of God, and therefore bound up in strong positive theological
commitment? No, says Shatz, who then proceeds to argue that even without the pretense of
knowing God’s Will one can justify not only Halakhic practice but even reflective Halakhic
decision making, for the teleological knowledge of God implied in the latter can either be
substituted by formal Halakhic exegesis or else, in the relatively small number of cases where
formalism falls short, the divine Will can be constructed on the basis of a virtuosic view of
authoritative Halakhic expertise. The authority of Halakha does not derive from putative
knowledge of God’s Will but from a type of virtuoso familiarity with the Halakhic system as a
whole and an ad hoc commitment to the teleology of the particular law at hand. If a penetrating
negative theology runs the risk of reducing Halakhic practice to a form of behavioristic habit, in
fact the risk is slight because negative theology hovers over the Halakhic system without ever
quite penetrating it, leaving the Halakhic practitioner with a sufficient margin of rationality,
experience, and teleology to justify his or her existing ways and maneuver through new
challenges.Shatz’s answer to Bielik-Robson, then, is to deny that the nothingness of revelation
penetrates Halakhic life, a move that also explains the immunity of Halakha to the antinomian
negativity of revelation. In stark contrast, Adam Lipszyc argues that the negativity of revelation
penetrates not only to law, but also throughout the secular discourses of modernity. For
Lipszyc, there is no immunity from the negations of intelligibility, purpose, trust, and morality
that the Holocaust brought upon us, and therefore, as Paul Celan showed, our lot is to bear
these negations as rigorously as we can. By carefully analyzing two poems by Celan, Lipszyc
shows how literature distorts our experience of language in such a way that presents us with
our enduring losses, losses concealed amid the familiar, assured, everyday language in which
we traffic with ease. In Celan’s poems we find a breaking of our linguistic vessels, God defaced
among fractured symbols, distended into the poem and transformed into a shadowy
communication that prizes faith over understanding. Tzahi Weiss (chapter 15), however,



suggests a very different way to think of how negative theology transforms into secular
literature. In Yehuda Amichai’s Open Closed Opens, he finds an impetus that is commonly
called apophatic, for it unsays the positive predicates attributed to God such as power and
wisdom. But Weiss discerns in Amichai’s poems the contestation of a distinctly rationalist
Maimonideanism, one with which the poet would have been familiar from his Modern Orthodox
German upbringing. This opens a new way of understanding negation. Recalling medieval
Kabbalists such as de Leon who were also unsatisfied with the rational God of Maimonides,
Amichai’s passage beyond philosophy eschews rarefaction. In his work, the falsehood of a
powerful God is negated not in the name of an abstract orientation to a God beyond power but
to the concrete truth of God’s powerlessness, “a god who is seen but doesn’t see so I can lead
him around / and tell him what he doesn’t see.” With Amichai, who was a close reader of
Celan, negation assumes a fabulous, wry intimacy in which the ideal of breaking language
apart is itself negated for the sake of the simplicity of what is. With Amichai, sod is peshat.In
Jacob Taubes’s meditations on the respective political authorities of Moses and Paul, Martin
Kavka (chapter 16) finds a contribution to a politics of negative theology. This suggestive
phrase refers not to the negation of secular power in the name of a deus absconditus, for that
would dialectically authorize a clerical absolutism in which negativity is exchanged for brute
power, as Maimonides’s political theology arguably does. Nor does it refer to the infinite
deferral and therefore practical termination of secular power in the name of the one and only
true Power that no eye has seen. Rather, excavating The Political Theology of Paul by recourse
to earlier essays collected in From Cult to Culture, Kavka discerns an account of the demos as
the ultimate mystical authority of any political structure and law. This affords Taubes, in Kavka’s
view, a mystical view of democracy that is antiliberal and at the same time antiauthoritarian.
Taubes’s “transtheistic” politics is a type of political theology Spinoza might have favored: vox
populi sive vox Dei, a pantheistic politics of the people as the dissensual voices of God. In the
final chapter, Kavka thereby ties up some lose threads in the chapters by Seeskin and
Goodman. Negative theology does not need to abscond to the inscrutability of a political will
that transcends popular wisdom. On the contrary, it finds political expression in the dissensus
of the people constituted through the epistemic limitations each brings to the other.Jacques
Derrida’s work has long been related to the apophatic, though the emphasis has been largely
on Christian, Eastern, or Kabbalistic modes of negation. My contribution, chapter 10, aims to
show how Derrida’s conception of his own problematic Jewishness, an apophatic inwardness
that was neither avowed nor abandoned, reverberates throughout his thought by enlarging and
reiterating the problem of the perplexed, as Maimonides conceived it. I argue that Derrida’s
denegation of identity is a correlate an experience of God that he shares with Maimonides. If it
is true that for Derrida “every other is wholly other,” while for Maimonides there is only one
wholly other, it is also the case that the emancipatory effects of theological negation are
entangled with an obscure experience of the heritage of Judaism. This entanglement makes it
impossible to avoid the radical openness of the truth of theology, for this amounts to an
orientation toward a true oneness that cannot be confined to this or that discursive field.
Perhaps this goes some way to explaining why negative theology appears across the spectrum
of Jewish modernity.Notes1. This list is neither complete nor uncontroversial. Figures such as
Kafka and even more so Newman denied that their work was expressive of a particularly
Jewish self-understanding. Hence the need to emphasize that it is insofar as and to the extent
that critics and connoisseurs are able to show that a conception of Judaism is nonetheless
operative in their work that such a conception is of Judaism as negative theology. Scholem’s
regard of Kafka is illustrative of this, as is the contested reception history of Kafka’s



Jewishness more generally, and so too is Steven S. Schwartzchild’s attempt to theorize a
Jewish conception of art in his “Aesthetics,” in Contemporary Jewish Religious Thought, ed.
Arthur A. Cohen and Paul Mendes-Flohr (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1987), 1–6.
Menachem Lorberbaum similarly, albeit briefly, links Rothko’s abrogation of representation and
figuration to Jewish negative theology in Dazzled by Beauty: Theology as Poetics in Hispanic
Jewish Culture [in Hebrew] (Jerusalem: Ben-Zvi Institute, 2011), 120. For a relevant, historically
critical discussion on the negativity of Jewish art, see Kalman P. Bland, The Artless Jew:
Medieval and Modern Affirmations and Denials of the Visual (Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press, 2001), esp. 51–58.2. Jacques Derrida, On the Name, ed. Thomas Dutoit,
trans. David Wood (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1995), esp. 51–53.3. For a
succinct outline of the Arabic Plotinus and its impact on medieval Jewish thought, see Joel L.
Kramer, “The Islamic Context of Medieval Jewish Philosophy,” in The Cambridge Companion to
Medieval Jewish Philosophy, ed. Daniel H. Frank and Oliver Leaman (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2003), 38–68; and for more detail on Neoplatonism in Maimonides, the most
celebrated medieval Jewish exponent of negative theology, see Alfred Ivry, “Neoplatonic
Currents in Maimonides’ Thought,” in Perspectives on Maimonides, ed. Joel L. Kraemer
(Oxford: Littman Library, 1991), 115–140.4. In particular, see the essays in this volume by
Agata Bielik-Robson (chapter 12), Idit Dobbs-Weinstein (chapter 9), Sarah Pessin (chapter 8),
and Shira Wolosky (chapter 7). For an argument distinguishing Maimonidean from Neoplatonic
negation, see Josef Stern, The Matter and Form of Maimonides’ Guide (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 2013), e.g., 45, 121, 189, 205, 246–247.5. The distinction is already
explicitly invoked by Maimonides, who compares liturgical praise that speaks about God to
gossip, see Moses Maimonides, The Guide of the Perplexed, trans. Shlomo Pines (Chicago:
The University of Chicago Press, 1974), 1:59, 141–1426. For example, Yeshayahu Leibowitz,
“Of Prayer,” in Judaism, Human Values, and the Jewish State, ed. Eliezer Goldman, trans.
Yoram Navon, Zvi Jacobson, Gershon Levi, and Raphael Levy, rev. ed. (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1995), 30–36.7. In this respect, conventional atheism is subject to a
similar criticism to the one Kant directed at the ontological argument for the existence of God,
namely, that the argument treats God’s existence as a superior predicate to God’s
nonexistence. For Kant, God’s existing (like all existing) would be a matter of the
exemplification of a concept rather than the attribution of a property or the possession of a
predicate. Since in his view such an exemplification is impossible, God can be only an object of
faith not knowledge. But for this reason there can also be no epistemologically warranted
denial of God.8. Maurice Blanchot, The Writing of the Disaster, trans. Ann Smock (Lincoln:
University of Nebraska Press, 1986), 90.9. Nonconceptual atheisms emerged in particular in
France, in the climate of post-Nietzschean and post-Heideggerian antiessentialism and
antifoundationalism. For thinkers such as Althusser, Bataille, Blanchot, Foucault, and Derrida,
secular humanism was deeply mistaken in naturalizing the individual, the site of introspection
and consciousness, as the ground of all meaning, prompting them to contest this humanistic
credo in a similar fashion (and often through direct inspiration) to the contestation of positive
conceptions of God as the ground of all meaning. Whereas conceptual atheism exchanges a
determined concept of God for an alternative foundation to knowledge and meaning,
antihumanist atheism denies that those alternatives succeed in grounding meaning. Hence:
“Between the man of faith and the man of science, there is little difference: both guard against
destructive chance and reconstitute the requirements of order; both appeal to a constant which
they pray to or theorize about; both are . . . conservers of eternity, always in quest of something
stable, and pronouncing the word ‘ontological’ with confident fervor (Blanchot, Writing of the



Disaster, 90). For a discussion of nonconceptual atheism in modern French thought, see
Stefanos Geroulanos, An Atheism That Is Not Humanist Emerges in French Thought (Stanford,
CA: Stanford University Press, 2010); on Blanchot in particular, including his relation to
apophatic theology, see Kevin Hart, The Dark Gaze: Maurice Blanchot and the Sacred
(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2004).10. Thomas A. Carlson calls this
resemblance the “apophatic analogy” according to which nonconceptual atheism can neither
be distinguished from, nor identified with, negative theology; see his works Indiscretion:
Finitude and the Naming of God (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1999); and The
Indiscrete Image: Infinitude and Creation of the Human (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
2008).11. Nicholas Wolterstorff, “How Philosophical Theology Became Possible,” in Oliver D.
Crisp and Michael C. Rea, eds., Analytic Theology: New Essays in the Philosophy of Theology
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 156–168, at 168. Wolterstorff argues that the demise
of classical foundationalism facilitated the emergence of analytic theology by creating a space
of epistemological pluralism that legitimizes diverse metaphysics. He thinks that continental
philosophers remain stuck in Kant’s dilemma of justifying knowledge on the basis of a
comprehensive critique of reason and therefore refrain from entering into a pluralistic
epistemological and metaphysical terrain. This is not an unreasonable portrayal though it omits
acknowledging how profoundly influenced the modern continental tradition has been by
negative theology. There is something approaching a division of labor. If “analytic philosophical
theology has been almost entirely kataphatic rather than apophatic” (168), continental
philosophical theology has been almost entirely apophatic rather than kataphatic. Jewish
philosophical theology has until recently been practiced in a more continental and (therefore?)
more apophatic vein, as this volume makes clear. Whether this is entirely the result of historical
reasons to do with the status of Jews and Judaism within European philosophy, or whether
there are theological-philosophical reasons for it, remains to be seen. Sam Lebens’s essay
(chapter 4) stands out as a timely attempt to redraw these lines.12. Moses Maimonides, The
Guide of the Perplexed, trans. Shlomo Pines (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1974),
1:59, 138; Joseph Gikatilla, Gates of Light / Sha’Are Orah, trans. Avi Weinstein (San Francisco:
Harpercollins, 1994), Fifth Gate.13. For a lucid account of the “skeptical” and the “mystical”
reading of Maimonides, see Moshe Halbertal, Maimonides: Life and Thought (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 2015), esp. 301–310.14. Particularly useful studies include Raoul
Mortley, From Word to Silence, 2 vols. (Bonn: Peter Hanstein, 1986); Deidre Carabine, The
Unknown God: Negative Theology in the Platonic Tradition: Plato to Eriugena (Louvain,
Belgium: Peeters Press/W. D. Eerdmans, 1995); and Andrew Louth, The Origins of the
Christian Mystical Tradition: From Plato to Denys, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2007).15. Louth, Origins of the Christian Mystical Tradition, 18, see also pp. 17–34 for an
account of Philo’s via negativa in relation to his psychology. For a handy sample of texts by
Philo in which negative theology features, or seems to feature, prominently, see William
Franke, On What Cannot Be Said: Apophatic Discourses in Philosophy, Religion, Literature,
and the Arts: Volume 1: Classic Formulations (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame
Press, 2007), 114–122. Plato’s nephew and the first successor of the Academy, Speusippus, is
the best candidate for the real “father of negative theology.” His work, preserved only in
fragments, is the first to elevate the One above the Good, Being, and Intellect, from whence
the entire Neoplatonic tradition will unfold.16. Mortley, From Word to Silence, 1:39–46, 155–
156.17. Carabine, The Unknown God, 220.18. This is brought out nicely by Diana Lobel, A Sufi-
Jewish Dialogue: Philosophy and Mysticism in Bahya Ibn Paquda’s “Duties of the
Heart” (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2006), 35–41.19. Mortley’s point, From



Word to Silence, 2:15, applies to medieval Jewish thought as much as to its Christian and
Islamic counterparts:The attack on anthropomorphism is clearly a negative thrust against the
limits of available concepts, but it does not seek to go beyond them, or to annul them. It
modifies them, so as to present them in slightly altered form. God is not human, but super-
human, in that he is what a human would be if he were beyond himself to some extent. In this
sense, one could consider the anti-anthropomorphic language of Judeo-Christian orthodoxy to
be elementary negative theology, but only in the most superficial sense. The via negativa
eliminates all personal and human imagery from the description of the ontological essence, but
not only this, it goes further in order to eliminate every familiar characteristic, so that not only
the image of the personal is annulled, but also the entire language of the external world. All
existential, positional, temporal, qualitative, and moral concepts are eliminated. Language itself
is eliminated, and thought is redefined.20. See note 3 above. See also Elliot R. Wolfson, “Via
Negativa in Maimonides and Its Impact on Thirteenth-Century Kabbalah,” Maimonidean
Studies 5 (2008): 393–442 and the informative volume Neoplatonism and Jewish Thought, ed.
Lenn E. Goodman (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1992). Needless to say, the
adoption of Neoplatonic tropes and methods was a common feature of medieval monotheisms;
see Neoplatonism and Christian Thought, ed. Dominic J. O’Meara (Albany: State University of
New York Press, 1981) and Neoplatonism and Islamic Thought, ed. Parviz Morewedge
(Albany: State University of New York Press, 1992).21. This point is lucidly drawn out with
respect to Hegel’s conception of the negativity immanent to the reflexive becoming-whole of
Mind by William Franke, A Philosophy of the Unsayable (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre
Dame Press, 2014), chap. 2. Among Jews, the identification of divine oneness as the whole of
being is usually associated with the Kabbalistic tradition of the divine Infinite (+ç–à sôf); on this
see Valabregue’s chapter, the first in this volume. Later, and in a very different way, the Lurianic
concept of tsimtsum will do the work of negating the divine Infinite in order to separate the
divine One from the divine All. This concept was familiar to European philosophers through the
translation of Zoharic and Lurianic texts made by Christian Herr von Rosenroth, Kabbala
Denudata, 2 vols. (Sulzbach, 1677, and Frankfurt am Main, 1684) and thereby played a not
inconsiderable role in the development of German Idealism; on this see Paul W. Franks,
“Rabbinic Idealism and Kabbalistic Realism: Jewish Dimensions of Idealism and Idealist
Dimensions of Judaism,” in Nicholas Boyle, Liz Disley, and Nicholas Adams, eds., The Impact
of Idealism: The Legacy of Post-Kantian German Thought (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2013), chap. 9.22. Here I am indebted to Shira Woloski’s contribution to this volume.23.
On Maimonides as a critical-skeptical negative theologian, see Kenneth Seeskin’s essay
(chapter 2) in this volume and his Searching for a Distant God: The Legacy of Maimonides
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2000). See also Shlomo Pines, “The Limitations of Human
Knowledge According to Al-Farabi, ibn Bajja, and Maimonides,” reprinted in his Studies in the
History of Jewish Thought, eds. Warren Zev Harvey and Moshe Idel (Jerusalem: The Magnes
Press, 1997), 404–431; and Stern’s systematic treatment of this topic in The Matter and Form
of Maimonides’ Guide. Stern associates negative theology with Neoplatonic intuitive
illuminations and therefore denies that this is what Maimonides’s skepticism involves.24. This
distinction is informed by John P. Kenney, “The Critical Value of Negative Theology,” Harvard
Theological Review 86, no. 4 (1993): 439–453.25. For example, Jean-Luc Marion, In Excess:
Studies of Saturated Phenomena, trans. Robyn Horner and Vincent Berraud (New York:
Fordham University Press, 2004), 134, 157. John D. Caputo nicely draws out the way Marion’s
project of attending to saturated phenomena, and above all to the “doubly saturated”
phenomena of Revelation, articulates a phenomenological via eminentiae in his review of



Marion’s book on Augustine; see Notre Dame Philosophical Reviews, January 18, 2013, .26.
Note how versions of this dispute reiterate in the course of modern philosophical theology.
Kierkegaard’s criticism of Hegel ultimately concerns the extent to which God correlates with the
ultimate scope of Mind, both in principle and concretely in history. The Dane’s stylized struggle
with Hegel resembles established articulations of negative theology in its attempt to wriggle out
of a principled correlation of (divine) Geist with (human) Mind. It is no accident that Jewish
thinkers have consistently held fast to Kierkegaard in this dispute. A related, subsequent
iteration of the quarrel motivated Karl Barth’s vehement rejection of the Thomistic doctrine of
an analogy between God and Being as an “invention of the Antichrist”; for a recent discussion
of the important debate between Barth and Erich Przywara, who influentially and brilliantly
expounded a Thomistic account of the analogia entis, see Thomas Joseph White, ed., The
Analogy of Being: Invention of the Antichrist or Wisdom of God? (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B.
Eerdmans Publishing, 2010). In rejecting the analogia entis, Barth steers toward the pure
Logos of Revelation, thereby shoring up the negativity that threatens to overwhelm in the
absence of all analogy. But Barth’s criticism of the analogy of God and Being played an
important role in the emergence twentieth-century Jewish negative theology, which often
adopted this hostility to the analogia entis while remaining skeptical of the (Protestant) resort to
one Incarnate Logos. Moreover, in both Jewish and Protestant versions, the rejection of the
analogia entis sometimes results in a confusion or conflation between negativity and
Gnosticism (avowed by Barth and Scholem, disavowed by Rosenzweig and Levinas). For a
discussion see Bielik-Robson in this volume and Benjamin Lazier, God Interrupted: Heresy and
the European Imagination between the World Wars (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press,
2009), part 3.27. Derrida spoke in this vein at length, speaking of “the becoming-theological of
all discourse,” by which he pointed to the way positive discourse aims to close the gap between
the appearing of an object and its being, or its meaning and reference. The impossibility of
closing this gap with certainty, for which he argued at length, caused his views to be
associated with the tradition of negative theology, insofar as that tradition denies that one can
close the gap between God (as referent) and the name of “God” (as sense).28. Admittedly, this
modern development is already anticipated by the emergence of ancient skepticism and the
decline in confidence in the logos in the ancient world. Mortley finds it already in Plato’s
Parmenides 165b in which it is conceded that apprehension of the one must be “broken up into
tiny sections”; Raoul Mortley, “What Is Negative Theology? The Western Origins” (1981) at .
Ancient skepticism would already be a generalized response to the problematic relation
between logos and being. Even so, in medieval thought the difficulty of relating logos to being
is a specifically theological problem, not a general epistemological problem.29. See, for
example, Leora Batnizky, “The Image of Judaism: German-Jewish Intellectuals and the Ban on
Images,” Jewish Studies Quarterly 11 (2004): 259–281; and Bland, Artless Jew, chap. 1.30.
This is the starting point of Kenneth Seeskin’s extensive work on negative theology, on which
see chapter 2 of this volume and also his works Jewish Philosophy in a Secular Age (Albany:
State University of New York Press, 1989), chap. 2; and Searching for a Distant God: The
Legacy of Maimonides (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000). Maimonides’s account of
mental representation as idolatry is also lucidly discussed by Moshe Halbertal, Maimonides:
Life and Thought (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2015), 284–285; Moshe Halbertal
and Avishai Margalit, Idolatry (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1994), chap. 2; and
Stern, Matter and Form of Maimonides’ Guide, chap. 6. For valuable criticism of the view that
mental representation is idolatrous representation, see Leora Batnitzky, Idolatry and
Representation (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2000).31. Immanuel Kant, Critique



of the Power of Judgement, trans. Paul Guyer and Eric Matthews (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2001), 156.32. Moses Mendelssohn, “On the Sublime and the Naïve in the
Fine Sciences,” Moses Mendelssohn: Philosophical Writings, trans. and ed. D. Dahlstroom
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 202; cited in Gideon Freudenthal, No Religion
without Idolatry: Mendelssohn’s Jewish Enlightenment (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre
Dame Press, 2012), 207.33. G. W. F. Hegel, The Phenomenology of Mind, trans. J. B. Baillie
(New York: Harper, 1967), 366.34. Emmanuel Levinas, Difficult Freedom: Essays on Judaism,
trans. Seán Hand (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1990), 238.35. As
Horkheimer and Adorno put it, “The disenchanted world of Judaism . . . places all hope in the
prohibition on invoking falsity as God, the finite as infinite, the lie as truth. The pledge of
salvation lies in the rejection of any faith which claims to depict it, knowledge in the
denunciation of illusion”; Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno, The Dialectic of
Enlightenment: Philosophical Fragments, ed. Gunzelin Schmid Noerr, trans. Edmund Jephcott
(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2002), 17.36. On Rosenzweig’s negative theology,
see William Franke, “Franz Rosenzweig and the Emergence of a Postsecular Philosophy of the
Unsayable,” International Journal for Philosophy of Religion 58, no. 3 (2005): 161–180; and
Elliot R. Wolfson, Giving Beyond the Gift: Apophasis and Overcoming Theomania (New York:
Fordham University Press, 2014), chap. 2.37. For an insightful discussion, see Sarah
Hammerschlag, “Troping the Jew: Jean-François Lyotard’s Heidegger and ‘the jews,’” Jewish
Studies Quarterly 12 (2005), 371–398; and The Figural Jew: Politics and Identity in Postwar
French Thought (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2010), 166–200.38. William
Franke also emphasizes the prevalence of Jewish writers the in emergence of modern
negative theology; see especially the introduction to William Franke, Volume 2: Modern and
Contemporary Transformations of On What Cannot Be Said. Steven Schwarzchild provides an
illustrative case of an informed and lucid apology for this position, while Gillian Rose is the
most compelling, if sometimes inscrutable, critic of the “diremption” of the “broken middle”
where modern Jewish thought has been placed.39. Agata Bielik-Robson, Jewish
Cryptotheologies of Late Modernity: Philosophical Marranos (London: Routledge, 2014), which
includes compelling reflections on Jewish negativity in modern thought.40. Harold Bloom, Ruin
the Sacred Truths: Poetry and Belief from the Bible to the Present (Cambridge, MA.: Harvard
University Press, 1987), 150–152.41. For a wonderful collection that explores this topic from a
predominantly Christian perspective, see Chris Boesel and Catherine Keller, eds., Apophatic
Bodies: Negative Theology, Incarnation and Relationality (New York: Fordham University Press,
2010).42. For example, see Benjamin D. Sommer, The Bodies of God and the World of Ancient
Israel (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), who explicitly links biblical
incarnationalism to Kabbalistic conceptions of God’s incarnate negativity.43. This applies to
Levinas’s abundant use of such tropes, and also to Horkheimer and Adorno’s account of
Jewish negation which, in the continuation of the passage cited in note 33, they explicitly dub
“not abstract.”44. Martin Kavka, Jewish Messianism and the History of Philosophy (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2004), chap. 3; as Kavka emphasizes, negativity for Cohen is
ontological, not epistemological: we enjoy positive knowledge of God through the moral
teleology in which we participate, by imitatio dei, even though such knowledge refers to an
infinite, unrealizable end.45. Gershom Scholem, “Reflections on Jewish Theology [1974],” On
Jews and Judaism in Crisis: Selected Essays (Philadelphia: Paul Dry Books, 2012), 283. In
Jewish Cryptotheologies of Late Modernity, Bielik-Robson rightly emphasizes that an
interpretation of the Lurianic doctrine of tsimtsum plays an important role in metamorphosizing
Jewish negativity into modernity by incorporating negativity into creation.For a critical



discussion of Scholem’s overemphasis on the negativity of the Kabbalah, see Moshe Idel, Old
Worlds, New Mirrors: On Jewish Mysticism and Twentieth Century Thought (Philadelphia:
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2009), 119–132. Idel’s critique, however, adopts an overly
historicist approach to Scholem’s deployment of Jewish negativity, focusing on its inventive
nature without considering how it self consciously disrupts the historicism he takes for
granted.46. We also discover a great irony of intellectual history here insofar as the German
Idealist tradition appropriated a certain conception of Lurianic negativity (see note 21).47. Cf.
Franke’s comments on Celan’s poem “EINMAL” in A Philosophy of the Unsayable, 86–88.
There is an uncanny resemblance here to Reb Nachman’s famous sixty-fourth teaching in
Likutey Moharan. My proposal to call this “negative panentheism” is, I think, commensurate
with Franke’s account of “the hollow in Pan’s pipe” by which he characterizes the anti-
Hegelianism of postsecular negative theology throughout his impressive work. This suggests,
as one would entirely expect, that such a notion is by no means “essentially Jewish,” even if, as
I have argued, it can be distinguished from intuitionist, unitive, disclosive, and other-worldly
forms of negative theology and one to which Jewish thinkers and writers have been especially
drawn.48. Moses de Leon, Sefer Shekel ha-Kodesh, ed. Charles Mopsik (Los Angeles: Cherub
Press, 1996), 19–20.49. The secular negative theological correlate of this negative Jewish
anthropology is the equally famous aphorism: “There are only two things. Truth and lies. Truth
is indivisible, hence it cannot recognize itself; anyone who wants to recognize it has to be a
lie.”ONEThe Limits of Negative Theology in Medieval Kabbalah and Jewish
PhilosophySANDRA VALABREGUE“Nothing!” would be the ineluctable answer to the question:
“what can be said of God?” For whatever God is—it is beyond the scope of human knowledge.
Indeed, such a statement is very common not only in medieval Jewish philosophy but in
medieval Kabbalah as well. However beyond that shared consensus, hide different conceptions
of negative theology; this and more, alternative conceptions present at times a real challenge
to the very definition of negative theology. To better understand what kind of negation is at
stake in a given theological system, one needs to understand what kind of limits, as well as
what is off-limits, the work of negative theology comes to set. What is the meaning of that
“nothing” will indeed broadly depend on the role given to the delimitation of knowledge.This
essay offers a general overview of the different role played by negative theology in medieval
Jewish philosophy and Kabbalah, in light of their different degree of commitment to negative
theology. It is my intention to downplay the hegemonic tendency of negative theology and
propose instead new ways to think about the interaction between negative and positive
theologies. To my view, negative theology as a system that considers negation as the only
possible approach is, as a matter of fact, marginal not only in Kabbalah but in Jewish
philosophy as well. The main problem we encounter when attempting to assess the role of
negative theology comes from its own paradoxical thinking and its hegemonic nature which, at
face value, seems to leave no place for an alternative. It is nevertheless very rare to see
negative theology eradicate all positive theology, for most of the time, it opens up or gives
place to alternative theology. Whereas the role of what I propose to call “comprehensive
negative theology” is better known, that of restrictive negative theology has not yet been
properly assessed. However, even in the case of Maimonides, the main advocate of
comprehensive negative theology, the extent of his negative theology is still an open question
and scholarship offers a wide range of interpretations.The role of negative theology in medieval
Kabbalah is even the more problematic for, contrary to the comprehensive Maimonidean
theology, it develops a restrictive use of negative theology. In Jewish philosophy and even the
more so in Jewish mysticism, the rational/theological inquiry is usually challenged by the



performative and contemplative relation to God opening up to nonspeculative approaches. In
Jewish mysticism, Gershom Scholem’s understanding of the Kabbalistic theological structure is
articulated on an ontological distinction between revealed God and concealed God.1 The
problem raised by such a distinction is that it presupposes a theological system articulated on
negative theology before we even get a chance to study the role of negative theology in a given
system. Moshe Idel has pointed out the importance of thinking about theological conceptions in
their diversity. This is not merely a call for pluralism, but also a revision of what is understood
as the abstract and ineffable God.2 In the same vein but in a different perspective, in his
pioneering article, Elliot Wolfson has also greatly unsettled our understanding of Kabbalah by
challenging its negative theology in light of its positive assertions.3In what follows I wish to
push further that inquiry into the role of negative theology in medieval thought and describe in
large strokes the limits themselves of negative theology. To that purpose I will address the
question by inverting the formula of Elliot Wolfson and discussing positive theologies in light of
negative assertions. This change of perspective will help us to understand aspects of negative
theology and its relation to positive theology in a more fundamental way beyond their apparent
contradictions. To that task it is crucial to distinguish between theological systems dedicated to
negative theology and theological system where negative theology has a place but not
necessarily a dominant one. To better understand the role of negative theology, I therefore
propose to distinguish restrictive uses of negative theology from comprehensive negative
theology. Restrictive because it cohabits with alternative positive conceptions that are not
coming from within the work of negation. After a general overview of negative theology in
philosophy and in Jewish philosophy, I will present the place of negative theology in medieval
Kabbalah. The nature of the corpora discussed dictates that Jewish philosophy will be
presented chronologically, whereas the Kabbalistic material will be organized thematically.
While philosophical texts and authors present an organized corpus, this is not the case with
Kabbalistic literature which is a much more fragmented and eclectic corpus.In Jewish
traditions, expression of negative theology goes back to Philo of Alexandria in the first century.
Philo discusses the conception of God’s unknowability on the basis of Exodus 33:20 and its
twofold Glory conception.4 However, the remote status of God does not disqualify every
relation, since for Philo nonknowledge is the acknowledgment of human nothingness and as
such presents a gateway to an encounter with God: “for then is the time for the creature to
encounter the creator when it has recognized its own nothingness.”5 This mixture of total
inaccessibility and the possibility of access nevertheless through negation is the very mark of
the comprehensive approach of negative theology.At face value, however, Philo’s negative
theology became the legacy of the Christian church and the extent of his influence on Jewish
thought has not yet been properly evaluated. Following a renewed interest in Neoplatonic and
Aristotelian philosophies, the unknowability of God will become a motto among the medieval
philosophical traditions both Muslim and Jewish. The Middle Ages, with the renewal of
philosophy in Islam and consecutively in Judaism, sees the question of the divine attributes at
the center of the debate. In the Islamic tradition, Al Kindi,6 Al Farabi, Avicenna, Al-Gazali, and
Averroes will all exacerbate the unknowability of God. The exaltation of the ignorance has also
been at the heart of medieval texts such as in the Theology of Aristotle and those of Muslims
thinkers.7In the spirit of their time, Jewish philosophers adhere as well to the idea of
unknowability. Following the philosophy of Kalam, David ibn Merwan al-Mukammas, Saadia
Gaon, and Joseph ibn Zaddik reject the semantic validity of divine attributes; nevertheless,
they would accept predication only if it truly reflects God’s essence.8 A common use of
negation aims to establish what He is not. For Al-Mukammas, for example, when we affirm that



God is alive, we are in fact denying that He is dead.9 However, this approach should be seen
as a partial negative theological approach, for Al-Mukammas nevertheless follows the view of
the Mu‘tazilites, whom accept terms that are equivalent to God’s essence. This view stands in
contrast to the more comprehensive and exclusive negative theology of the Book of Causes, in
which nothing not even an attribute of essence can be predicated: “This is because description
only comes to be by means of discourse, and discourse by means of intelligence, and
intelligence by means of reasoning, and reasoning by means of imagination, and imagination
by means of sense. However; the First Cause is above all things, since it is their cause; as a
result then, it comes to be that it does not itself fall under sense or imagination or reasoning or
intelligence or discourse; consequently, it is not describable.”10For Saadya Gaon, rational
knowledge and prophecy are equivalent, prophecy being superior only in virtue of its divine
origin. Even though the epistemological dimension of the limit of knowledge is an important
aspect of Saadya’s philosophy, the central point is still the divine unity in conformity with the
philosophy of Kalam. In the controversy of his time between those who believe in attributes and
those denying them, Saadya opt for a position that put forth the inner divine unity. Promoting
the simplicity of God’s unity is meant to resolve the problem of attributes by refraining to resort
to predication. Even though God cannot be known, the specific aspects of the divine unity are
reflected in a formulation that offers some solution to important semantic problems. For
example, the notion of divine simplicity excludes any differentiation in God and consequently
gives an account of God’s essence but not by means of real attributes, modes, or attributes of
essence. How can something partial be said about God without implying multiplicity in the
Divine? For the problem of human-limited semantics lies in its equivalent partial approach to
God. Simple, undifferentiated unity is the best testimony of His wholeness, since by denying
multiplicity and attribution it affirms indivisible unity.11Accordingly to his Neoplatonic heritage,
Bachya ibn Paquda will also profess the unknowability of God. In the Duties of the Heart, the
existence, unity, and eternity of God as essential attributes are opposed to attributes of action,
distinguishing therefore attributes of God before and after the creation: “For He is exceedingly
close to you in His activities, but infinitely remote in any representation of His essence or
comparison with it. As already stated, we will never find Him in this way.”12 Through
acknowledgment of God in the world, that is, of His actions, one can nevertheless experience
God. Negative assertions have therefore a limited action, even if they are part of a process of
purification of the soul and reason, worshiping God can only come from another way.
Apparently, God’s revelation in His actions is a sufficient source of knowledge where the
creature meets His creator, knows Him intimately and worships Him: “With the knowledge of
God that is in their hearts; they serve Him as if they were with the holy angels in the highest
heavens.”13Shlomo ibn Gabirol, another central Neoplatonic philosopher, argues that “direct
knowledge of the primary Existent is impossible why . . . because it is above and beyond all
things and is illimitable.”14 Such a view can be tracked back to Isaac Israeli and his disciple
Dunash ibn Tamim.15 For Gabirol, God is pure essence, and we only perceive his essence
through a composite of form and matter such as it is reflected in God’s actions. Along with a
notion of God’s essence as being above of everything, Gabirol promotes a view that will
influence Kabbalah notably through its nachleben with Moshe ibn Ezra’s Arugat ha-Bosem. In
Fons Vitae, the Master declares that “because the knowledge of any knower requires him to
encompass what is known the illimitable cannot be encompassed by knowledge.”16Even
though apophatic approaches can be traced back very early in the Middle Ages, only with
Maimonides can one find a comprehensive system of negative theology. According to his view,
predication on God’s essence is strictly impossible, and the only knowledge possible is that of



His actions. Maimonides’s negative theology rejects the ontological approach of his
predecessors who while adhering to negative theology would have nevertheless allowed some
kind of positive predication. Following the inner logic of negative theology, negative assertions
are more valuable than any positive assertions; therefore, the more we predicate of something
the more we know: “in a similar way, you come nearer to the apprehension of Him, may He be
exalted, with every increase in the negations regarding Him.”17 By negating what is not true,
one comes closer to the truth while emptying predication of any content, for what is beyond
physics cannot be known with certainty. In this perspective, the greatest achievement of
philosophy is in the understanding of God as principle of causality—by contemplating on the
world and on the manner in which natural causality reflects God’s perfection. At crucial points
of his metaphysical doctrine, Maimonides opts for ambiguous if not contradicted positions. The
place of negative theology in Maimonides’s philosophy is no exception and has been the
subject of numerous discussions.18 On the one end of the spectrum, Maimonides’s negative
theology leads to the so-called skeptic approach. Shlomo Pines offers to read Maimonides in
light of Al Farabi with whom he agrees that the union with the active intellect is impossible for
there is no resemblance between man and God even on this level.19 Following that lead, the
result of the critic of theology is a comprehensive negative theology—not only is knowledge
above the physical world impossible but, in contrast with other negative theologies that give
place through negation to a mystical path, it is completely restrictive to personal fulfillment in
that world. The skeptical approach lately received a new expression in a book by Micah
Goodman, interpreting Maimonides in a modern relativistic perspective.20On the other end of
the spectrum, as represented by two main schools of interpretation, we find the possibility
nevertheless of some experience of what is beyond negation.21 Recently, Menachem
Lorberbaum has offered to read Maimonides’s philosophy not as a critique of theology but
rather as a critical theology, which cumulates in a state of illumination.22 Following this
reading, Maimonides’s critique of language should be understood as a way to empty language
from any content in order to make place for the experience of what is beyond the limits of
language. This understanding of the role of negative theology in Maimonides’s philosophy is to
be counted alongside the skeptical one, both presenting a comprehensive negative theology.
Major differences are nevertheless to be noted, for whereas the “skeptic” offers a limitative and
exclusive position, the other one is extensive since it seeks to experience what is above
language. This reading is made possible by considering the poetic dimension of language.
Following a number of conditions, the human intellect has access to divine knowledge, even if
the price is silence. It is not surprising, therefore, that the Sufi tradition has been precisely the
path taken by Maimonides’s son and grandson. An interesting example of this path of negative
theology can be found in the words of the famous Andalusian Sufi and philosopher Ibn
al-‘Arabi who promotes silence as an alternative to ignorance: “There are some of us who
profess ignorance as part of their knowledge maintaining that: ‘to realize that one cannot know
(God) is to know.’ There are others from among us, however, who know, but who do not say
such things, their knowledge instilling in them silence rather than [professions] of ignorance.
This is the highest knowledge of God, possessed only by the Seal of Saints.”23 Of special
interest here is the critique of the profession of ignorance as ultimate knowledge. The text
introduces an important difference between ignorance as the highest degree of knowledge and
the highest degree of knowledge that can only be acknowledged through silence. The
comparison between the two gives us a good insight on different negative theological schools
and eventually on the crucial difference between the two main streams of comprehensive
negative theology: those of the “skeptic” and the “mystic.” According to the skeptical approach,



the rational inquiry stops at the acknowledgment of its ignorance—since ignorance is the only
insight possible, it is the highest level of knowledge. The mystical approach passes the limits of
knowledge toward an apophatic experience, where the limits of knowledge are apprehended
within a silent acknowledgment. The silence in this case is not ignorance; it is all together an
acknowledgment of the limits and a state of indescribable knowledge.Whereas the “poetic”
reading of Maimonides’s philosophy and the Sufi approach open to the apophatic experience,
the third way to interpret Maimonides’s theory of knowledge should be understood as a
restrictive negative theology. If one is to understand in Maimonides’s philosophy the union with
the active intellect as possible, then the negative theology plays only a role of limitation. Even
though this way opens to noetic experience beyond regular knowledge, it does not belong to
the comprehensive negative theology because it is not the result of the apophatic process.
Following this school, if the conception of union is possible, this is only because it presumes
the resemblance between God and Man. In fact, the possibility of union in its Averroistic tone
has been the prevalent interpretation of Maimonides, shared by his translator and interpreter
Shmuel ibn Tibbon, and medieval Kabbalah as well.24 It is important to mention yet another
aspect of Maimonides’s philosophy that allows some positive theology and demands therefore
to reassess the role played by negative theology in his metaphysic. This is his conception of
the Tetragrammaton—the only name that resists Maimonides’s critique of divine predication.
According to him, among all the names given to God, this is the only one that should be
understood as a proper name, as His personal name.25 As such, just as the name of someone
does not predicate anything about him but is simply attached to him, the Name of God is the
only name that contains, even undisclosed, something of God’s essence, and therefore is a
positive representative of God.The motto of the negative theology, nothing can be said about
God, being shared by all philosophical systems discussed herein is not sufficient to distinguish
between one system of negative theology and another. The variety of negative theological
approaches in Maimonides’s philosophy comes only to enhance the importance in
understanding the role of negative theology in a given system. Interestingly enough, the three
different readings of Maimonidean negative theology covers the principal tendencies.26 The
first two are the principal voices of comprehensive negative theology: the skeptical one and the
poetic/mystical one. The third regards negative theology as a theological moment surpassed
by the union with the active intellect, which is made possible only because it supposes
reciprocity between God and man. Among these, the last one is the most prevalent one from a
historical point of view since it has been the line of interpretation of Maimonides’s negative
theology in the Middle Ages while the other two represent essentially modern readings.It
appears that in Jewish medieval philosophy, the prevalent view is a restricted negative
theology, for as we have seen, alongside the negative theological conception stands different
aspects of positive theology that are considered legitimate. Consequently, in most of the cases,
negative theology is not the last word in terms of metaphysics but a necessary metaphysical
practice, which comes to set the condition of possibility of a positive theology. A good example
of this particularly sensitive aspect regarding the interface between negative theology and
positive theology can be found in Hasdai Crescas’s critique of Maimonides. In his view, to
stipulate that God’s essence is not graspable is common knowledge and not a philosophical
achievement.27 Such a statement aims to relativize the role given by Maimonides to negative
theology, for it does not teach us anything that we did not already know. For Crescas, positive
attributes are possible. More so, taking on Maimonides’s conception of the Tetragrammaton,
real names are possible but he also rehabilitates attributes of relation, for in certain cases, the
relation of reciprocity between God and others is not incompatible with His perfection. For



Crescas, the necessity of essential attributes of God is ineluctable even though it only gives
access to partial knowledge of God.28In the following, I will try to assess to what extent
medieval theosophical Kabbalah relies on negative theology. The different scholarly positions
are a good starting point to understand the complexity at stake. Our basic comprehension is
still indebted to Gershom Scholem’s distinction between deus absconditus and deus revelatus
—inferring an ontic dichotomy between eyn-sof and the sefirot. At the heart of this distinction is
indeed our understanding of the notion of eyn-sof. This is the term that the theosophical
Kabbalah over the generations has chosen to represent God in the mystery of His essence. It
is also a term that has been mostly understood by scholars as the main voice of Kabbalah’s
negative theology. However, such a distinction between an ineffable God and a revealed one
has been seriously shattered during the past decades, to the extent that it has become
obsolete to our understanding of theosophical Kabbalah.29 Moshe Idel, for example, has
contrasted the apophatic notion of eyn-sof with anthropomorphic notion of eyn-sof.30 Elliot
Wolfson’s research has also deeply contributed to rethinking our ways to address theological
categories by questioning the relation between apophatic and cataphatic.31 What is left of
negative theology’s reliability once we consider the Kabbalistic inclinations toward positive
theology? What is there to be said of contradictory conceptions such as ineffable infinite and
all-encompassing infinite? Since the mid-1990s, Wolfson has intensively researched the
paradoxical hermeneutics that lay at the bottom of such contradictions as coincidentia
oppositorum.32 For, only such a paradigm gives a sense of the mix of positive and negative
assertions, and its paradoxical articulation. According to such a view, the tension between
positive and negative assertions finds an answer precisely in the art of contradiction so
peculiar to negative theology. However, alongside this understanding of negative theology that
is equivalent to what I offered to call comprehensive negative theology, more temperate voices
of negative theology can be heard.The different poles of negative theology in medieval
theosophical Kabbalah evolved alternatively or consecutively around a number of statements
expressing God’s inconceivability. Among the principal anchors to negative theology we count
the conceal (ne’elam), the neant (‘ayn), the One, and the eyn-sof. The first two are more
peculiar to Kabbalah and the mystical tradition, whereas the simple and transcendental unity
as such as the infinite (eyn-sof) are also central to philosophical systems. The differences in
the philosophic and Kabbalistic approaches, as we will see, lie in their respective positive
theologies, and more particularly in their alternative conceptions of unity and infinity. However,
as I shall argue, the divine unity and infinity, contrary to what can be expected, contribute only
to restricted negative theological views, whereas a full-range negative theology is more likely to
develop within the conception centered around the ne’elam and the ‘ayn.Ha-ne’elam
(concealed) or ha-nistar (hidden) refers in theosophical texts to God in his essence. Such a
view goes back to the conception of the double kavod, where nistar designates the upper
part.33 Nachmanides was a major medievalist scholar and ha-ne’elam plays a major role in his
Kabbalatic work, in which it becomes the principal appellation for God essence.34 His
reluctance to name at all the unnamable together with his specific view on torah ha-sod and
the absence of occurrence of the term eyn-sof in his writings, conjecture to a comprehensive
negative theological position. This point is crucial to understand the differences between
Kabbalistic negative assertions. For, choosing the ne’elam over the One and Infinite not only
posits ne’elam as the most adequate and apparently only designation, but also views the One
and the infinite as irrelevant, because they seem to say too much already. In more than one
aspect, this position represents one of the most extreme negative theological positions among
the Kabbalistic schools mostly because of its uncompromising position. However,



Nachmanides’s conception was not to become the dominant one among theosophical
Kabbalah where reference to infinite and God’s unity are numerous.35Alongside the
conception of pure ineffability conveyed within the conception of ne’elam, nistar and ‘ayn
(neant) represent another major voice in Kabbalah advocating for complex hermeneutics of
negative theology. Even though the nistar conception cannot properly be called skeptical it
recalls nevertheless the skeptical views of negative theology, mainly because of its absolute
submission to the ontological difference and its total noetic abstention. By contrast ‘ayn
conceptions offer a full-range negative theology hermeneutic, that is, a work of negation that
enables paradoxical ontology.This can be sensed within the coexistence of contradictory
stance where ‘ayn designates altogether the total absence of (graspable) essence and ultimate
divine presence. As argued by Daniel Matt, the ‘ayn is not empty, on the contrary it is the
ultimate being because of its inaccessibility.36 The very metaphysical status of ‘ayn as
expressing the summons of negative theology is nicely exemplified in a passage of Moshe de
Leon’s that offers a radical interpretation of Ecclesiastes 3:19. Whereas there is no (=‘ayn)
difference between men and animals, in that very nondifference (=‘ayn) lies all the
difference.37 The “no (‘ayn) difference” is therefore the acknowledgment of the superiority of
the ‘ayn precisely in this paradoxical statement that gives to ‘ayn “substance.”It is a common
philosophic view to discuss divine unity as a unity that is not in number but precedes every
other unity/number.38 In the same vein, Joseph Gikatilla distinguishes between the absolute
One equal to itself and the mundane singular unities: “Nowhere, is the One truly (one) be
found, except only in God.”39 Indivisibility is another aspect of the divine unity in philosophy as
such as in Kabbalah. Such a conception finds its expression already at an early stage of
theosophical Kabbalah in the notion of equal unity (a�%dout shavah).40 In another formulation,
that goes back to Maimonides, God’s equanimity is describe as an unity that is equal on all
sides.41 We read, for example, in Jacob ben Sheshet’s book: “The wisdom comes forth from
Neant (‘ayn); that is, from a subtle essence that the thought cannot grasp for the word Neant
(‘ayn) designates an essence equal on all sides that cannot be thought of or suggested since it
is so subtle and pure that it is impossible to think about it or to polemicize on its
signification” [my translation].42 This conception of equanimity endorses at first glance the total
transcendent divine unity; however, and this is what makes this Kabbalalistic version
interesting, it ultimately gives ways to an alternative conception—that of a dynamic divine unity.
Indeed, along with that common consensus on simple divine unity, Kabbalah endorses a very
different notion of unity—a conception of a divine unification.43 Equal unity (a�%dout shavah)
needs to be understood in theolosophical Kabbalah in light, principally, of its power of
unification, as it results from many texts, the same is true for the notion of unity that is equal
from all sides. We read therefore in the iyyun literature: “No creature can truly comprehend the
essence of His existence and His nature, since He is in a state of balanced unity, for in His
completeness the higher and lower beings are united. He is the foundation of everything that is
hidden and revealed. . . . He comprises all sides, hidden and revealed. He begins above and
ends below. . . . He is One being unified in the balanced unity.”44 The coexistence in
theosophical Kabbalah of two contradictory models of unity—simple unity versus unified unity—
has been a subject of theological tension, the discussion of which goes beyond the scope of
this chapter.45 It suffices nevertheless to say that if, on the one hand, this tension is answered
apologetically, then, on the other hand, it is also understood as the sign of Kabbalah’s
superiority over philosophy. For if they share the knowledge of the simple unity, philosophers,
claim Kabbalists, have nevertheless no knowledge of the complex inner articulation of its
parts.46
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