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e Biblical ‘Nation’1 as a Problem for Philosophy

Abstract: e Hebraic political tradition is characterized by a number of features such as
the rule of law, consent of the governed, and perhaps a separation of spheres of authority. 
Definitive of this tradition, however, is the simultaneous recognition of the legitimacy of
the nation and of a common humanity. e Hebraic political tradition explicitly, albeit
uneasily, incorporates two orientations: the particular and the universal. e implications
of this heterogeneity for the affairs of this world constitute some of the Hebraic tradition’s
primary contributions to political thought.

e focus of the Hebraic tradition on kinship and bounded territory, ar-
ticulated by the concepts of chosen people and promised land, has led to 
the Hebraic tradition’s being characterized as “particularistic.” However, 
clearly central to the Hebraic tradition is also a “universalist” orienta-
tion, to be found in the foundational beliefs of monotheism in Genesis 1, 
through the covenant with the sons of Noah in Genesis 9, and in parts of 
the prophetic books of the Hebrew Bible.2 
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 1 I use the English word nation for the biblical Hebrew goy. Genesis 10:5 and 
10:20 alone justify doing so, as in those verses, societies distinguished from one another 
by their respective languages, (presumptive) ancestry, and territory are designated as 
goyim. For other reasons to justify the translation, see Steven Grosby, Biblical Ideas of 
Nationality: Ancient and Modern (Winona Lake, Ind.: Eisenbrauns, 2002). For a brief 
statement of the problems involved, see Steven Grosby, “A Nation by Any Other Name: 
e Problem of Nationality in Antiquity,” www.bibleinterp.com. See also Anthony
D. Smith, e Antiquity of Nations (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2004). Concerning the pos-
sibility of a premodern nation with a significant degree of common culture, consider
that by the seventh century B.C.E. ancient Israel was largely a literate society. On the 
latter, see William M. Schniedewind, How the Bible Became a Book: e Textualization of
Ancient Israel (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004).

 2 See prophetic literature such as Amos 9:7; Isaiah 2:2–4, 19:25, 49:6, 56:6–7; 
Zephaniah 3:9; Ruth; Jonah.



e fact that “universal” and “particular,” seemingly mutually exclusive
categories, are correctly used to characterize a single tradition points to a 
contradiction within this tradition, or at the very least a tension that must 
be resolved for the tradition to be coherently contemplated. One possi-
bility for resolving the tension between the universal and the particular 
orientations of the Hebraic tradition might have been to recognize one 
as this-worldly and the other as other-worldly. is solution of separation
into “realms” is proposed by Christianity, as formulated in Matthew 22:21, 
that of Caesar and that of God. In line with this, and further enhancing 
the separation into “realms” in Christianity, Augustine separates the city 
of man, which is political, from the city of God, which is universal and 
above political concerns.3 Similarly, for omas Aquinas, God’s law and
eternal law are universal, as opposed to the political law of man, which is 
particularist and belongs in the this-worldly realm.4 However, the Hebraic 
tradition has maintained the this-worldly object of both conceptual com-
ponents—as conveyed certainly in the Torah and the literary complex 
of Joshua through II Kings, and manifestly so in the Mishna—so that 
there is little escape from the tension of the paradox of this combination, 
thereby posing numerous complications for the organization of life in this 
world and, as such, politics.

is paper seeks to examine the problem created by the combination
of these opposing orientations that characterize this textual tradition with 
a single, this-worldly object. It will point out places in which the problem 
has been acknowledged to exist in the Hebrew Bible, both within the text 
and by its exegetes, and some attempts that have been made to amelio-
rate the tension between the universal and the particular. Finally, it will 
speculate on the implications of this tension for the political thought of 
the Hebrew Bible and the latter’s influence on the Western tradition of
political thought.

E  P

e masterful historian of antiquity, Arnaldo Momigliano, concluded
his essay “e Disadvantages of Monotheism for a Universal State” with a
quotation from Moses Mendelssohn’s Jerusalem: “None of us thinks and 
feels exactly like his fellow man: why then do we wish to deceive each 
other with delusive words?”5 Momigliano’s explicit concern in this essay 

 3 Augustine, De Civitate Dei (e City of God), esp. book 19.
 4 omas Aquinas, Summa eologica, I–II, qq. 90–97.
 5 Arnaldo Momigliano, On Pagans, Jews, and Christians (Middletown, Conn.: 
Wesleyan University Press, 1987).
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was to present evidence that, during the history of the Roman Empire, 
polytheists never seriously entertained the merit of the perspective con-
veyed by Mendelssohn’s observation. e pagan Romans (including
Celsus, insofar as we have his views, and even Julian) never managed to 
produce developed arguments for the interdependence between polythe-
ism and cultural pluralism in the Roman Empire. ey thus never offered
a theoretical perspective that would have allowed other cultures to assert 
any degree of political autonomy within the empire. Apparently, the allure 
of Neoplatonism and Stoicism was too strong to allow, however mod-
estly, the truth of Mendelssohn’s observation to be expressed politically, 
given the reality (including the military prowess) of the Roman Empire. 
We will, of course, never know whether a sophisticated polytheism that 
recognized as legitimate a genius specific to each nation would have con-
tributed to the stability of the empire. Nonetheless, one can’t help but 
agree with Momigliano that the absence of such arguments that would 
have drawn the implications of polytheism for the organization of the 
Roman Empire is remarkable.

Perhaps there was a fact, unacknowledged conceptually by the Romans, 
which might account for this evident absence of a sophisticated polythe-
istic defense of what would have been a federated imperial state. It may 
very well be unrealistic to entertain the possibility, as Gibbon did,6 that 
any empire could tolerate over time the cultural autonomy of a nation, 
thereby recognizing, in religious terms, that nation’s genius as distinct 
from the genius of the imperial center.7 ere are occasional instances
seemingly to the contrary to be found in the depiction of the relations 
between ancient civilizations in the Hebrew Bible; for example, the policy 
of the Persian mashiah (Isaiah 45:1), Cyrus—the one chosen by Marduk 
to lead and protect Babylon and the one whom God “aroused in right-
eousness” (Isaiah 45:13)—to allow the Israelites (or Judaeans) to restore 
the Temple in Jerusalem (Ezra 6:3–5).8 However, it is likely that Cyrus’ 
policy was not a result of a polytheistic perspective of cultural toleration; 
it was more probably motivated out of concern to consolidate the loyalty 
of Judah as a buffer region between the Persian Empire and Egypt.

 6 Edward Gibbon, e History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, ed. David
Womersley (London: Penguin, 1994), for example, vol. 1, pp. 56–57.
 7 See Yoram Hazony, “On the National State, Part 1: Empire and Anarchy,” Azure 12 
(Winter 2002), pp. 27–70.
 8 e Jewish Publication Society Tanach (Hebrew Bible) translates Isaiah 45:13 as “It
was I who roused him for victory.” However, what is translated as “for victory” appears in 
the Hebrew as betzedek (literally “with justice”). For Cyrus as the chosen one of Marduk, 
see the “Cyrus Cylinder,” in J.B. Pritchard, Ancient Near Eastern Texts Relating to the Old 
Testament (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1969).
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It is especially unrealistic to think that an empire could tolerate 
the cultural autonomy of nations within it if, as the evidence indicates 
throughout history, there is a tendency for the cultural community of ter-
ritorial kinship—the nation—to become a national state so that (1) the 
nation can act in the world through its representatives and institutions 
to safeguard the lives of its members; and (2) the evidently inexpungible 
desire to determine one’s own affairs through self-government, variously
understood, can be realized. e paradigmatic, historical expression of
this tendency of the nation to seek political organization as an inde-
pendent state, first manifested biblically in I Samuel 8, is the Jewish war
against the Roman Empire in 66–72 C.E. No doubt, the earlier, so-called 
Maccabean war (166–141 B.C.E.) against the Seleucid Empire provided 
the political component of the tradition for independence—a tradition 
surely theologically grounded in the Hebraic tradition in the biblical ac-
count of the Exodus, with its repeated phrase “Let my people go.” ere
are, of course, examples from other civilizations of the assertion of the 
cultural distinctiveness, hence freedom, of the nation against imperial 
domination; for example, the opposition of the “proto-national” Hellenes 
to the “barbarian” Persian Empire, the Japanese wars against the Chinese 
Empire in the seventh and thirteenth centuries, and the Persian opposi-
tion to the Ottoman Empire.9

However, despite these examples, we are confronted with a curious 
and complicated fact: it was not the pagan Romans who argued for the 
autonomy of the nation, as might have been expected from polytheists, 
albeit limited culturally under the perhaps unavoidably heavy hand of 
the empire. Rather, it was the Jewish monotheists who did so throughout 
the period of the First and Second Temples and continuing to this day, 
albeit via a universalism that was and continues to be refracted through 
the prism of the nation. 

N  M

As we have already noted, the Hebraic tradition contains from its biblical 
beginnings heterogeneous orientations: the particular, national orienta-
tion; and the universal orientation of monotheism. e first includes the
recognition of the distinctiveness of the genius of vitality of the nation 
(for example, Deuteronomy 30:9 and 30:19–20, “choose life, so that you 
and your children may live… in the land”). e conceptual bearers of this

 9 On the “proto-national” character of the Hellenes and the tone of contempt con-
veyed by the Greek barbaros, see Frank Walbank, “e Problem of Greek Nationality,”
in Walbank, Selected Papers (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985). Note that 
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orientation to vitality are the ideas of presumptive ancestry (the chosen 
people descended from Abraham) and territory (the bounded, promised 
land of milk and honey).10 is “primordial”11 orientation distinguishes
Judaism from both Christianity and Buddhism, where, at least doctri-
nally, one loses one’s life in this world for the sake of the other world.12 
e Hebrew Bible is by no means indifferent to the propagation of life,
the transmission of life (hence various forms of kinship, for example, the 
biblical nation), and the protection of life (requiring a state). God tells 
Abram that he will make him a great nation (Genesis 12:2) with numer-
ous descendants (Genesis 15:5, 17:2, 22:17).

e biblical nation is a bearer of this first, primordial orientation to
the affairs of this world—vitality and its organization. It is a form of
kinship, signifying recognition of being territorially related. As such, it 
posits the criterion of birth for membership that places the nation within 
the continuum of forms of kinship. is recognition of territorial kinship
also implies possession and sovereignty over the land.13 Cut off from the
land, Israel as a nation would be incomplete, and, as such, would become 
merely an object of derision (I Kings 9:7). In other words, a nation seeks a 
kingdom, that is, a state; it seeks a political organization. us, while the
nation inherently strives for possession and sovereignty over the land, it 
is not merely a synonym for that sovereignty. In other words, the mean-
ing of the term “nation,” or goy, is not to be collapsed into the meaning of 
kingdom, or mamlacha. is search or drive of a nation to be a national
state is the implication of I Samuel 8 and Deuteronomy 17:14–15.

Alongside this, the second, universal orientation is the recognition of 
the commonality of humanity, conveyed through monotheism. Had the 
Hebrew Bible focused only on the propagation and transmission of human 

the literal meaning of the abbreviated Japanese term shogun is “barbarian-subduing gen-
eral.” For a succinct overview of nationality and religion in Iranian history, see Charles 
F. Gallagher, “e Plateau of Particularism: Problems of Religion and Nationalism in
Iran,” in Kalman H. Silvert, ed., Churches and States (New York: American Universities 
Field Staff, 1967).
 10 See William D. Davies, e Territorial Dimension of Judaism (Berkeley: University
of California Press, 1982).
 11 On the category of the primordial, see Steven Grosby, “Primordiality,” in Athena 
Leoussi, ed., Encyclopedia of Nationalism (New Brunswick: Transaction, 2001). By 
primordial I mean the conceptual orientation that focuses on the generation and 
transmission of life itself and on those collectivities organized for that generation and 
transmission, that is, forms of kinship ranging from the family to the nation.
 12 See Matthew 16:25; John 12:25; for Buddhism, the conception of Nirvana in, for 
example, the Bhagavad Gita.
 13 As correctly recognized by Ephraim A. Speiser, “People and Nation of Israel,” 
Journal of Biblical Literature 79 (1960), pp. 157–163; and A. Cody, “When Is the Chosen 
People Called a Goy?” Vetus Testamentum 14 (1964), pp. 1–6.
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life, it would have been seen to be promoting a variation of polytheism 
or idolatry. Rather, this second focus indicates a preoccupation with the 
meaning of life, with the proper order of life that, when consistently 
pursued, leads to monotheism. Moreover, the biblical sources insist that 
this second orientation take precedence, in a sense, over the first. e
classic, biblical formulation of this precedence is Isaiah 55:9, “But as the 
heavens are high above the earth, so are my [God’s] ways high above your 
ways.” e precedence is expressed symbolically in the description of the
Decalogue as having been given to Moses from above, and historically 
in the account of Nathan’s denunciation of David (II Samuel 12). e
distinction between these two orientations and the precedence of the 
second over the first has been characterized by Karl Jaspers and Shmuel
N. Eisenstadt as representative of the “axial age.”14

However, for Judaism, these two orientations or “realms” are only 
questionably distinguishable—they are intertwined, rather than sepa-
rated into that of Caesar and that of God, for God’s law is given to the 
nation for the proper organization of vitality in this world.15 us, the
nation in the Hebraic tradition is conceptually legitimate. It is not dissolved 
in favor of a “better country—the heavenly one,” as presented in the New 
Testament’s Hebrews 11:14–16. Its autonomy in this world—its freedom—
is not dismissed as irrelevant (as in John 8:31–35) out of concern for the 
higher ways of God because, in the Hebraic tradition, those ways recog-
nize the freedom of the nation in this world. e nation’s legitimacy is
not undercut, as in Augustine’s City of God, by being viewed with relative 
indifference or as subordinate to universal humanity. at this is so can
be seen in the preoccupation with politics found in a great deal of the 
prophetic literature, the proper appreciation of which has too oen been
undermined by the influence of the subsequent tradition of an other-
worldly messianism, both Jewish and especially Christian.

e particular and the universal are anthropologically and historically
persistent and ubiquitous; as such, they convey two truths of human ex-
istence. e first is the limiting preoccupation with the propagation and
transmission of the distinctive self, both individually and collectively in 
the form of a nation (the implication of Mendelssohn’s point). is pref-
erence for one’s self and for one’s own nation has political implications 
that are expressed in the limiting criterion of membership, in the case of 
the nation: territorial descent. For ancient Israel, it was expressed legally 

 14 Karl Jaspers, e Origin and Goal of History (New Haven: Yale University Press,
1953); Shmuel N. Eisenstadt, ed., e Origin and Diversity of Axial Age Civilizations
(Albany: State University of New York Press, 1986).
 15 For example, Deuteronomy 11:8–9, 13–15; 30:5, 9, 16.
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through the territorial jurisdiction of the law code that encompasses both 
the ezrah ha’aretz, the “native of the land” (that is, an Israelite), and the 
ger, “one who resides permanently in the land of Israel,” “as if he were a 
native of the land” (that is, an Israelite), thereby distinguishing both from 
the nochri, the foreigner.16 Furthermore, this political implication is un-
derscored by ezrah ha’aretz being increasingly rendered in many English 
translations of the Hebrew Bible as “citizen.” Such a translation may be 
defended against the criticism that it represents an unjustified importa-
tion of a modern conception into the life of ancient Israel, although, of 
course, such a defense requires expanding the concept of “citizen” be-
yond that of modern democracy.17 Similar problems of translation exist 
for terms in Akkadian (amīlu or awēlu), Greek (polítes), and, of course, 
Latin (civis).

e second is the more generalized (in this sense, rational) recog-
nition of a common humanity, formulated as we are all “made in the 
image of God” (Genesis 1:27, 9:6). As is well known, this commonality 
is expressed in the biblical and more expansive rabbinic understanding 
of the universal jurisdiction of the Noahide commandments. e mind’s
drive for coherence—the grounding for philosophy—as expressed in this 
second truth has great difficulty tolerating the historical particularity of
the other truth. Herein is why the nation is a problem for both philoso-
phy and monotheism; and why history—the capriciousness of human 
affairs—is a problem for philosophy. Indeed, the very combination of
these two evidently heterogeneous orientations, Judaism, is a problem 
for the conceptual consistency and coherence generally constitutive 
of philosophy. at this is so is the significance of the combination of
these two tendencies being conveyed within the biblical narrative. As 
R. Yehuda Halevi observed, the humane universalism of the Decalogue 
(Exodus 20:2; Deuteronomy 5:6) was motivated not philosophically but 
historically.18

 16 For example, Exodus 12:48–49; Leviticus 18:28, 24:22; Numbers 9:14; Joshua 
8:33; Ezekiel 47:21–22. e territorial criterion is clear, as the ezrah is always joined
with the ger, the “resident alien.” e noun ger, sometimes mistranslated as “stranger,”
implies a territorial dimension, as can be seen in the construction bě + ger; thus, one is 
a ger somewhere; that is, the ger is the alien who permanently resides in Israel. See José 
E. Ramírez Kidd, Alterity and Identity in Israel: e Ger in the Old Testament (Berlin:
Walter de Gruyter, 1999), p. 66. 
 17 However, note those biblical passages that indicate consent, such as I Kings 12, 
II Kings 23:1–3, and Joshua 8:30–35, 24:14–28. Nevertheless, what may actually be 
conveyed is a consent to tradition; see Alan Mittleman, “Covenant and Tradition: e
Dynamics of Consent,” in Mittleman, e Scepter Shall Not Depart from Judah (Lanham,
Md.: Lexington Books, 2000). 
 18 Yehuda Halevi, e Kuzari (New York: Schocken, 1964), 1.25–27.

12    T B ‘N’   P  P H P S     13



H O   S T

ere have been numerous and varied attempts within the Hebraic tra-
dition to ameliorate the necessarily persistent problem posed by the 
combination of these two heterogeneous orientations—the particular 
and the universal. e tension between these opposing orientations was
recognized and alluded to in the Hebrew Bible itself as well as in rabbin-
ic literature. I will cite two examples here, one from the Bible, the other 
from the rabbis, which represent both an acknowledgment of the prob-
lem and a search for coherence in the face of a national distinctiveness 
that might otherwise be viewed as capricious.

e first example is where the prophet Amos seemingly qualified the
distinctiveness of Israel in the name of universal monotheism.

To Me, O Israelites, you are just like the Ethiopians, declared the 
Lord. True, I brought Israel up from the land of Egypt, but also the 
Philistines from Caphtor and the Arameans from Kir. (Amos 9:7)

One assumes that this elevation of the universal at the expense of 
the nation was a response to contain the conceptual inconsistency 
arising from the defeat of God’s chosen people by Assyria; thus, “You 
[the Israelites] alone I have singled out of all the families of the earth; 
therefore, I will punish you for all your iniquities” (Amos 3:2). Yet the 
distinctiveness is only qualified here, not eliminated, as is certainly clear
from how Amos continues: God will restore Israel—for Amos, very much 
a this-worldly restoration—because Israel will never again be uprooted 
from the land (Amos 9:15). To have eliminated the national distinctive-
ness would have been to abandon the Hebraic tradition.

e second example is the problem of why a single people, Israel,
rather than the whole of humanity, was chosen to be the bearer of the 
law and, as such, to be a light unto all nations. Why should the sovereign 
God of all of humanity have focused his attention on Israel? e rabbinic
answer to what otherwise might be understood to be solely an expression 
of distinctiveness shorn of any universal orientation was that Israel was, 
in fact, not chosen; for God had offered the Torah to all the nations, but
only Israel accepted the obligation.19

Given military defeat and exile, Israel’s distinctiveness, as mani-
fested in its understanding of the non-Israelite, necessarily underwent 
modification; so much so that the view of the common humanity of

 19 See Babylonian Talmud, Avoda Zara 2b; Sifre Deuteronomy, par. 343.
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humankind was accorded greater significance. During the Middle Ages
and subsequently, Christians and Muslims were recognized not only as 
being “sons of Noah,” but perhaps more significantly as not being idola-
ters. Indeed, non-Jews could even be considered righteous insofar as 
they accepted the Noahide covenant (sometimes viewed as the natural 
law). e consequence of this emphasis on the common humanity of
those who were obedient to the Noahide covenant was a certain rab-
binic recognition of toleration.20 However, such a toleration was derived 
not from a principle of “freedom of religion,” but rather from aspects of 
Hebraic monotheism that were recognized by the rabbis as being shared 
by Christians and Muslims. In other words, the distinctiveness of Israel 
is not suspended; rather, even though qualified, it still remains central
to this toleration, as without a distinct “Israel,” there can be no “other.” 
Moreover, as the Jew was now the resident alien and thus potentially 
or actually a citizen of a state other than Israel, a constructive relation 
to the Christian citizens of the Christian state was obligatory. But here 
again, the centrality of the distinctiveness of Israel remains and, indeed, 
is insisted upon. 

e point of departure for any constructive relationship with non-
Jews was the recognition of the Jew, as part of a distinct nation, having 
legal rights in a state other than what remains the normative, redemp-
tive ideal, namely, as Amos has formulated it, dwelling within the land of 
Israel.21 e particularistic ideal of territorial distinction as sovereignty is
retained, as is the nation of which this ideal is necessarily part, while at 
the same time there are universal elements and laws that form common 
ground between Israel and all of humanity—between the Jews and the 
nations in whose midst they dwell.

C S   U-P P

In the twentieth century, two notable scholars have proposed solutions to 
the conceptual problem of the nation, with its distinctiveness, seeking to 
be understood and accepted as legitimate within the context of a univer-
sal monotheism that asserts the commonality of all of humanity. 

e historian Simon Dubnow argued not only that the nation is
compatible with the idea of universalism, but also that the nation is 
an essential component in the universalism advocated by the Hebraic 

 20 See Jacob Katz, Exclusiveness and Tolerance: Studies in Jewish-Gentile Relations in 
Medieval and Modern Times (London: Oxford University Press, 1961).
 21 See Jacob Katz, Jewish Emancipation and Self-Emancipation (Philadelphia: Jewish 
Publication Society, 1986), especially “Israel and the Messiah,” pp. 153–166.
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tradition. Dubnow distinguished between universalism among indi-
viduals, which he called “cosmopolitanism,” and universalism among 
nations, which he saw as characterizing the Hebraic tradition. Whereas 
“cosmopolitanism” strives for a brotherhood among individuals, the uni-
versalism of the Hebraic tradition recognizes as unavoidable that each 
individual is a member of a nation; and, thus, strives for a brotherhood 
among nations, with the ideal being not to love another nation as if it 
were your own, but rather to recognize the freedom of each nation as 
you recognize the freedom of your own.22

e biblical scholar Harry Orlinsky reached a conclusion simi-
lar to that of Dubnow, by denying that the God of biblical Israel is 
“international.”23 (One may equate Orlinsky’s understanding of the term 
“international” with Dubnow’s use of “cosmopolitan.”) Orlinsky insisted 
that the God of Israel was “national-universal,” thereby highlighting his 
recognition of the combination of the primordial and the universal (but 
not the internationalist) within the Hebraic tradition. 

Whatever the merit of both Dubnow’s distinction between universal 
and cosmopolitan and Orlinsky’s creation of the category “national-
universal” for characterizing the Hebraic tradition, there remain 
conceptual difficulties. Dubnow thought it unrealistic both to divorce
the individual from his historical community, whether family or nation, 
and thus to expect an individual to love another nation as if it were his 
own; yet he advocated a brotherhood among nations. Orlinsky’s term 
“national-universal” seems paradoxical and as such violates our received 
philosophical tradition of categorial consistency. 

Perhaps given the conceptual poles around which Judaism is formed, 
attempts within Judaism to eliminate the problem of the relation between 
these two orientations cannot fully succeed. Such attempts have varied 
and continue to vary widely, for example, the rabbinic toleration dur-
ing the Middle Ages as discussed above.24 And yet perhaps it is precisely 

 22 Simon Dubnow, Nationalism and History: Essays on Old and New Judaism, ed. 
Koppel S. Pinson (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1958), pp. 127–129.
 23 Harry M. Orlinsky, “Nationalism-Universalism and Internationalism in Ancient 
Israel,” in Orlinsky, Essays in Biblical Culture and Bible Translation (New York: Ktav, 
1974), pp. 78–116.
 24 For the variation during the history of the First and Second Temples as well as the 
rabbinic period, see Robert Goldberg, e Nations at Know ee Not: Ancient Jewish
Attitudes toward Other Religions (New York: New York University, 1998). For one discus-
sion of the problem, see Isaiah M. Gafni, Land, Center and Diaspora: Jewish Constructs 
in Late Antiquity (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1997). Note well Mishna, Avoda
Zara 4:3, 5.
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the fact that the Jewish tradition is built on history rather than philoso-
phy that enables it to retain, with tension but with a great deal of truth 
and insight, a heterogeneity between the particular and the universal. 
Acknowledging this heterogeneity within Judaism, rather than trying to 
resolve the problem it creates for philosophy, can lead us to insights that 
the Hebraic tradition has to offer.

T H T   C M  
N D

As we have seen, Judaism has, throughout its history, insisted on explic-
itly maintaining, not without tension, the particular and the universal, 
placing a tension-filled heterogeneity at the very heart of the Hebraic tra-
dition. is heterogeneity is at variance with the primary philosophical
traditions of the Occident, whether they be Neoplatonism (or omism),
with its seamless hierarchy of collectivities; Kant; or utilitarianism—all 
of which have no place for the legitimacy of such heterogeneity. And yet 
this same heterogeneity yields insights into human nature that become 
unique and significant contributions of Judaism.

To focus exclusively on the nation leads one religiously to polytheism, 
and politically to the savage ideology of nationalism. To focus exclusively 
on monotheistic universalism leads one religiously to Christianity (or 
Islam) or some Gnostic variation thereof, and politically either to em-
pire or to indifference. Clearly, this conceptually fruitful, if tension-filled,
combination has historically (that is, implicitly) appeared elsewhere: In 
Sinhalese Buddhism, Persian Shi’ism, and late antique and medieval 
Christianity—where each “national Christianity” has its own saint, rep-
resenting the homage paid by the second truth of universal monotheism 
to the first truth of the preoccupation with the continuation of the self
through the nation.25 It is thus not the case, as Adolph Harnack observed, 
that we are today all Marcionites, that is, hostile to the “particularism” of 
the Hebrew Bible. In fact, historically, when Christendom has rejected 
empire, then it has—to be sure, oen implicitly—turned to a variation of
the Hebraic tradition. is is the significance of the “political Hebraism”
of sixteenth- to eighteenth-century Europe.

 25 e classic work on the Christian variation of the Greek apotheosis of the dead
hero remains Peter Brown, e Cult of the Saints (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1981). On the worship of the hero, see Arthur Danby Nock, “e Cult of the Hero,” in
Zeph Stewart, ed., Essays on Religion and the Ancient World (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1970).
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We will arrive at an understanding of the way in which the Hebrew 
tradition was a model for distinctiveness, sovereignty, and a break from 
empire through an examination of two criteria presented in the Hebrew 
Bible (Deuteronomy 18) for evaluating the truthfulness of prophecy. e
first—that what is prophesied actually comes about—is clearly a rea-
sonable criterion, as it rests upon empirical verification, although there
remains the not inconsiderable difficulty of the acceptance of the prophe-
cy in the present, when what is prophesied takes place far into the future. 
A more serious problem arises with the second criterion, namely, that 
the prophecy must not violate the conceptual boundaries of the commu-
nity (Deuteronomy 13). What are the bases for the legitimacy of those 
boundaries? As bearers of distinction, the boundaries could never be in 
accordance with the expectation of consistency. But can any bounded 
community avoid recourse to criteria that are not capable of empirical 
verification to justify the boundaries of its tradition? Such recourse is re-
quired for the assertion of distinctiveness for any tradition, and certainly 
for the existence of any nation.

For the nation, the assertion of distinctiveness is accomplished 
through the turn to history. Each nation has its own history—the medi-
um through which its never unambiguous self-understanding, including 
its place in the world, is established. is distinctiveness is insulated from
being conceptually undermined by the capriciousness of human affairs
(for example, military defeat) by situating it within a perceived order of 
the universe. Once again, the paradigmatic expression for the Occident of 
this turn to history is Israel, where its distinctiveness, through time, is jus-
tified through an act of God: the order represented by the covenant (and
the varying interpretations of that covenant!). However, the connection 
to the order of the universe carries with it the potential within the self-
understanding of the nation of a universal mission, as is clear from Isaiah 
(2:2–4, 49:6) and the description of Jerusalem as not only the center of 
Israel but also the center of the world (Ezekiel 5:5, Jubilees 8:19). is
understanding is also a part of the Hebraic tradition. It was important in 
the founding of the modern West, and an echo of it is heard today in the 
United States, for example, in the inaugural address of President Lyndon 
Johnson on January 20, 1965:

ey [the Puritans] came here—the exile and the stranger, brave but
frightened—to find a place where man could be his own man. ey
made a covenant with the land. Conceived in justice, written in 
liberty, bound in union, it was meant one day to inspire the hopes 
of all mankind; and it binds us still. If we keep its terms, we shall 
flourish.… e American covenant called on us to help show the
way for the liberation of man. And that today is our goal. us, if as
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a nation there is much outside our control, as a people no stranger 
is outside our hope.26

As we know, the image of Israel as a bearer of national distinctiveness 
within a monotheistic context was “stabilized” in the Occidental tradi-
tion as a result of Christianity including the Hebrew Bible as a part 
of its canon. Israel, as a symbol, continued as nation in the life of the 
Occident.27 us, the potential for the reception of the Israelite tradi-
tion was maintained; and, of course, that tradition was “reanimated,” 
and like all traditions, modified, under the weight of the interests of the
present. 

e potential for the reanimation of the image of the Israelite nation
was borne out by the history of the Occident, specifically, but not only, by
the so-called Christian Hebraism of the sixteenth and seventeenth centu-
ries. As a symbolic vehicle for national distinctiveness, Israel was appealed 
to time and again in order to justify the distinctiveness of the European 
nation or proto-nation. It was done so as to justify divisions both within 
Christianity, that is, Protestantism from Roman Catholicism, and of na-
tion from empire, that is, England and Holland from Spain.28 

A H N  T W: T N  P  
D   P P

Exodus 19:5–6 has had much influence on the reception of the Hebraic
tradition. e text is as follows:

Now then, if you will obey me faithfully and keep my covenant, 
you will be my treasured possession among all the peoples. Indeed, 
all the earth is mine, but you shall be to me a kingdom of priests 
and a holy nation.

 26 Inaugural Addresses of the Presidents of the United States from George Washington 
to George W. Bush (Washington, D.C.: GPO, 1989).
 27 See Adrian Hastings, e Construction of Nationhood (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1997).
 28 For Holland as the Respublica Hebraeorum (Hebrew Republic), see Lea Campos 
Boralevi, “Classical Foundational Myths of European Republicanism: e Jewish
Commonwealth,” in Martin van Gelderen and Quentin Skinner, eds., Republicanism 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), vol. 1, pp. 247–262; Simon Schama, 
e Embarrassment of Riches (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1987); and Miriam Bodian,
“e Biblical ‘Jewish Republic’ and the Dutch ‘New Israel’ in Seventeenth-Century Dutch
ought,” paper delivered at a colloquium of e Shalem Center, “Political Hebraism:
Judaic Sources in Early Modern Political ought” (Jerusalem, August 23–26, 2004).
For these “second Israels,” see also Adam Sutcliffe, Judaism and the Enlightenment
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), pp. 43–46.
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For example, these verses were understood by omas Hobbes in the
Leviathan to indicate the acceptance of the covenant that established the 
“peculiar kingdom of God,” thereby establishing Israel as a “holy nation” 
under law.29 e difficulty here is how to understand the phrase “peculiar
kingdom of God,” or as formulated in Exodus 19:5–6, “treasured pos-
session,” “kingdom of priests,” and “holy nation.” In understanding these 
phrases, one should resist the New Testament tradition of political indif-
ference, where the otherworldly meaning of the “New Israel” is read back 
into the Hebrew Bible, thus conveying the sovereignty of God as having 
an exclusively religious connotation.30 To do so is to minimize the po-
litical significance of the term nation, thereby eliminating the tension
conveyed within the Hebraic tradition, specifically by the term “Israel.”
Aer all, there certainly is merit to Hobbes’ understanding of the depic-
tion of Israel at Sinai as representing a “civil kingdom”; for we have in 
Exodus 18 the outline for a judiciary, most curiously presented by the 
non-Israelite Jethro. And certainly the covenant (or, as oen formulated
in political philosophy, “contract,” although this term, in contrast to cov-
enant, may imply the absence of reference to an immutable condition, 
specifically God and his commandments as partner in the relation) as
the vehicle of equality under the law is central to the Hebraic tradition. 
e problems are the other concepts also central to that tradition seem-
ingly ignored by Hobbes.

Likely inner-biblical exegesis over the jurisdiction of holiness is 
of importance here in evaluating the proper significance of Exodus
19:5–6. ere is a similarity between the use of nation in Exodus 19:6 and
various, evidently parallel formulations, such as Deuteronomy 7:6 (“For 
you are a people consecrated to the Lord your God: of all the peoples 
on earth the Lord your God chose you to be his treasured people”) and 
26:19 (“He will set you, in fame and renown and glory, high above all 
the nations that he has made; and you shall be, as he promised, a holy 
people to the Lord your God”). is similarity appears to indicate that
the passages in Deuteronomy are commentaries in the service of convey-
ing an explicit national orientation—the unity of the people and their 
land—to Exodus 19:5–6 that is characteristic of Deuteronomy and the 
so-called Deuteronomistic History.31 e territorial jurisdiction of the

 29 omas Hobbes, Leviathan, ed. Michael Oakeshott (London: Collier Macmillan,
1962), ch. 35.
 30 See Walther Eichrodt, eology of the Old Testament, vol. 1 (Philadelphia:
Westminster Press, 1960), p. 40.
 31 For the latter, see Martin Noth, e Deuteronomistic History (Sheffield: Journal for
the Study of the Old Testament, 1981).
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law (for example, Deuteronomy 12:1, “ese are the laws and rules that
you must carefully observe in the land”; see also Leviticus 18) must be 
acknowledged. 

To be sure, the phrases “treasured possession,” “kingdom of priests,” 
and “holy nation” represent a relation to God. However, they also rep-
resent a condition of holiness that is no longer either primarily vertical 
or confined to priest or prophet; for that condition is now dispersed
throughout all Israel.32 ese phrases convey a perspective of the le-
gal equality of a national community that exists alongside distinctions: 
Spatial distinction within Israel, such as the Temple or Jerusalem, in con-
trast with the rest of the bounded land; and personal or institutional 
distinctions, such as between king, prophet, and, indeed, the alien who 
resides permanently in the land of Israel.33 All were equal in the expecta-
tion that the law was to be obeyed, for the law was in this world as the 
vehicle to organize the nation both territorially and personally, “It [the 
law] is not in the heavens, so that you should say, ‘Who among us can go 
up to the heavens and get it for us and impart it to us, that we may ob-
serve it?’” (Deuteronomy 30:12).34 To be sure, the territorial perspective 
is muted in Exodus 19:5–6 because of the flow of the biblical narrative,
that is, the Israelites are at Sinai outside the promised land. However, the 
use of the term nation in Exodus 19:6 implies a distinctive territorial ju-
risdiction that Deuteronomy makes explicit.35

It is here where the problem arises. Who are the “all” who are to obey 
the law? What, if any, are the boundaries of the covenant that justify 
Dubnow’s and Orlinsky’s insistence that the Hebraic tradition is neither 
“cosmopolitan” nor “internationalist”? In pursuit of an answer to this 
question, the above Jewish Publication Society’s English translation of 
Exodus 19:5–6 does not serve us well. e difficulty revolves around how
to translate the Hebrew conjunction ki that is rendered above as “indeed”: 
“Indeed, all the earth is mine, but you shall be to me a kingdom of priests 
and a holy nation.” If the conjunction is translated as “although,” thus 

 32 As asserted, for example, in Numbers 16:3. As an example of this inner-biblical 
exegesis and the corporate extension manifest in Deuteronomy, note the differences
between Leviticus 21:5–6 and Deuteronomy 14:1–2. See Michael Fishbane, Biblical 
Interpretation in Ancient Israel (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1985); and E.W. 
Nicholson, God and His People (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986).
 33 For the territorial community of law that encompasses the alien who resides per-
manently in the land, see, for example, Joshua 8:32–35; Leviticus 18:26, 24:22.
 34 In this regard, note S.N. Eisenstadt, “Israeli Politics and the Jewish Political 
Tradition: Principled Political Anarchism and the Rule of the Court,” in Eisenstadt, 
Explorations in Jewish Historical Experience (Leiden: Brill, 2004).
 35 In support of this conclusion, consider Deuteronomy 32:8 and Isaiah 14:1–2.
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rendering the verse as “Although all the earth is mine, you shall [still] be 
for me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation,” the verse then appears 
to be a self-conscious reflection on the tension within the Hebraic tradi-
tion between two orientations, universal monotheism and the limiting, 
primordial nation. e tension, emphasized here by “although,” occurs on
two parallel fronts: One personal, where Israel, as an already existing peo-
ple (the putative lineage of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob), is singled out by 
the one and only God “among all the peoples (amim)”; the other territo-
rial, because the second parallel of the contrast between the entire earth 
(aretz) and the nation indicates that a bounded, territorial distinction is 
being implicitly drawn.

As far as I can tell, there is no examination of the problem of bound-
aries, above all, their jurisdiction, in Hobbes’ work, or in the work of 
Locke, Rousseau, or Kant. ere is no turn to history, or to a distinctive
tradition, or to a corporate vitality—any of which may be antecedent to 
or coincide with one form of polity. is is not merely a matter of the
oen-remarked-upon limitation of the ahistorical, contractual view of the
state. It is, above all, a matter of the very existence of the boundaries of 
the state; in the case of Israel, both the putative lineage of Abraham, Isaac, 
and Jacob, and the land of Israel as the inheritance of God. is prob-
lem was ignored by Hobbes and, for that matter, so it seems to me, by 
Michael Oakeshott, despite the latter’s penetrating criticism of rational-
ism in politics.36 I see no compelling reason why Hobbes’ and Oakeshott’s 
arguments could not be used in support of an imperial state. Once again, 
the nation is a problem for philosophy.

at the law is not in heaven but in this world, written and acces-
sible, necessarily indicates a political current in the Hebraic tradition. 
e historical significance of the Christian Hebraism of the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries is that it serves as a witness to that tradition 
and its political current. e law is to organize life in this world; but, of
course, it is to do so out of recognition of what is proper: a heterogene-
ity of orientation.

is heterogeneity is also explicitly represented by the Christian
Hebraism of this period, a time in which there was both a break with 
imperial tradition in favor of national distinctiveness, and a reaffirma-
tion of monotheism. e universalism is refracted through the prism
of the nation. e problem for philosophy is not the consistency of the
universalism (or alternatively, even a theory of the state). Rather, it is 

 36 Michael Oakeshott, On Human Conduct (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1975); 
Oakeshott, Rationalism in Politics and Other Essays (Indianapolis: Liberty Press, 1991).
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the other, primordial orientation: the preoccupation with kinship and its 
boundaries of distinctiveness. us, the problem that the nation presents
for philosophy may be reformulated here from a different perspective by
posing the following question: Why is it that the state, over time, gener-
ates a community of kinship such that it becomes a national state? e
answer to this question cannot merely be one of added legitimacy to the 
state, sometimes formulated in the literature of the social sciences as the 
“trust” provided by kinship. Such an answer begs the question. It seems to 
me that the answer is the hold of kinship on the human imagination; that 
is, the primordial orientation is fundamental—fundamental not in the 
sense of its primacy, but in the sense of its persistence. Of course, forms 
of kinship vary. at they have done so across time and by civilization
indicates the intervention of the mind—imagination—in the formation 
of human collectivities. But as Hume observed, this “artificial” character
to their formation does not mean that the preoccupation with kinship is 
arbitrary.37 Far from it.

e question as to why the state generates a community of kinship
becomes rhetorical once one recognizes the heterogeneity of human 
conduct: not only law and proper order, but also life itself needs to be 
organized. e concerns of life—its propagation and transmission—carry
with them the preoccupation with lines or relations of descent, that is, 
kinship. For the nation, the relation of kinship is primarily one of de-
scent in the bounded territory. is is also the historical significance of
Christian Hebraism, manifested in the significance of its break with the
tradition of empire. It is the significance of Mendelssohn’s observation.

To raise the possibility of the “purely political” means a repudiation of 
the heterogeneity of life, thereby calling upon politics to ride roughshod 
over the diverse concerns of life. It means a repudiation of the nation. 
It invites, in the name of consistency, a turn to empire. It means, in the 
name of philosophy, a repudiation of the Hebraic tradition.

Clemson University

 37 David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature (1739–1740), III, ii, 1, ed. L.A. Selby-
Bigge (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1888, frequently reprinted), p. 484.
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