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Athens, Jerusalem, and the Orient Express of Philosophy

Athens and Jerusalem mark sites on the Western imaginary that have been 
inscribed and cathected with an abundance of claims, desires, and fanta-
sies. They have become the scene for narratives of origin but their history 
has been a history of overdetermined archeological speculation. They are 
both cities built on top of cities. The very concept of origin appears to be 
challenged, as the excavation of these sites exposes all claims for origin as 
groundless. They have become fortresses of cultural and religious beliefs, 
common places that serve to ground the project of the West, which as 
Gandhi famously quipped, “would be a great idea.” The narratives attached 
to these sites complicate the view of a simple juxtaposition between Athens 
and Jerusalem. Considered the birthplace of philosophy and reason and, 
respectively, of religion and faith, closer examination of the narratives and 
claims that pit the two cities in opposition to one another, if as occasionally 
complementary and thus interlinked cultural construction sites, suggests 
that we rethink these story lines.
 Historically, the topos of the distinction between Athens and Jerusalem 
is introduced early on by Tertullian, one of the first church fathers:

Quid ergo Athenis et Hierosolymis? Quid academiae at ecclesiae? Quid haereticis et 
Christianis? Nostra institutio de porticu Salomonis est, qui ipse tradiderat dominum in 
simplicitate cordis esse quaerendum. Uiderint qui Stoicum et Platonicum et dialecticum 
Christianismum protulerunt. Nobis curiositate opus non est post Christum Iesum, nec 
inquisitone post euangelium. Cum credimus, nihil desideramus ultra credere. hoc enim 
prius credimus, non esse, quod ultra credere debeamus.1

What indeed has Athens to do with Jerusalem? What concord is there between the Academy 
and the Church? What between heretics and Christians? Our instruction comes from “the 
porch of Solomon” [Acts III, 5], who had himself taught that “the Lord should be sought 
in simplicity of heart” [Wisdom of Solomon I, 1]. Away with all attempts to produce a 
mottled Christianity of Stoic, Platonic, and dialectic composition! We want no curious 
disputation after possessing Christ Jesus, no inquisition after enjoying the gospel! With 
our faith we desire no further belief. For this is our palmary faith, that there is nothing 
which we ought to believe besides.2
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 From the start the distinction operates as a central topos of Christian 
theology that positions itself over and against Greek thought, which however 
plays a seminal role in its formation, and on the other hand, a “Jerusalem” 
it claims as its own property in dispute with the Jewish tradition it seeks to 
replace. If patristic theology fights a two front battle, one against “Athens” 
and one for a “Jerusalem” of its own, it operates under the assumption of 
two “Jerusalems”: the one it claims and another one it rebuts. It is as if the 
dual of the Hebrew rendering of the name of the city the Hebrews had once 
taken over  – “Yerushalayim” – had left a trace in Hebrew, which the Latin 
was eager to mute. With Lactantius and Augustine the distinction was firmly 
cemented, though Augustine sought to steer a middle course by acknowledg-
ing truth wherever it would be found.3 But that only corroborated the split. 
If Jewish tradition related to Greek philosophy with a similarly heightened 
wariness and concern, the issue assumed a different and crucially forma-
tive significance for the construction of Christian theology. The theological 
urgency was further intensified by the geo-theological situation, which 
presented itself with an edge for Tertullian, Lactantius, and Augustine, who 
found themselves in a particular situation with regard to Athens and Jerusa-
lem no matter the map on which they relied. From among these Northwest 
Africans, who made their career in the Roman Empire, only Lactantius ended 
up geographically “in between” Athens and Jerusalem during his final days 
in Constantinople. For the Jewish tradition on the other hand, Athens may 
have been up in the Northwest, but Jerusalem remained the unquestioned and 
theologically secure base. Christian theology, on the other hand, found itself 
in the precarious situation of claiming tenaciously as its own, a city that was 
already occupied. To proceed to a doubling into heavenly and terrestrial sec-
tions seemed the logical conclusion. Whereas it denied Athens’ importance, 
it confirmed it at the same time in appropriating the philosophic tradition 
that assumed a formative role in the emergence of Christianity. The appro-
priation of Jerusalem was accomplished by a splitting into two that would 
openly lay hand on the property, and selectively plunder the host tradition. 
In other words, the distinction between Athens and Jerusalem represents a 
patristic move fundamental to the formation of Christian theology. Its return 
in modernity signals a curious instance of the problematic of secularization 
and, for some Jewish philosophers, internalization of the very impulse of 
Christian theology they sought to confront.
 Following a Biblical cue, a more promising distinction might return 
to the figure of Noah and his children. In the context of such a return to 
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Biblical narrative, the challenge of Jewish philosophers suggests itself in 
terms of a family relation rather than metaphysical opposition. Sons of Noah, 
Shem, Yaphet, and Ham become the ancestors of the post-diluvian world. 
The notion of the ensuing topography between the brothers can be helpful in 
rethinking the relationship between Jewish tradition and philosophy “out of 
the sources of Judaism” rather than a patristic paradigm. The topography of 
the genealogical relationship between Shem (the Jewish people) and Yaphet 
(the Greeks) is laid out as one of family relation. “God enlarge Yaphet. And 
he shall dwell in the tents of Shem” (Genesis 9, 27), on which the Midrash 
comments: “Let the words of the Torah be uttered in the language of Yaphet 
[i.e. Greek] in the tents of Shem.”4 But if we suggest rethinking “Athens 
and Jerusalem” from the Jewish point of view, we cannot do so without 
remembering the tents of Ham and beyond these three sons of Noah, also 
his daughters: the nameless daughter-in-laws, unnamed but of no less im-
portance to life in, between, and beyond the tents.5
 My argument is that the juxtaposition of Athens and Jerusalem and 
its attendant topographical discourse rest on assumptions that not only 
problematically obfuscate the projects of Jewish philosophers, but also 
the project of philosophy in general. My claim is that the discourse most 
prominently associated with Leo Strauss6 but shared by a slate of critics 
and philosophers from the Enlightenment to the present, is a phenomenon 
of a particular moment in modernity.7 It is not until the Enlightenment and 
the beginning of secularization that philosophy and theology, reason and 
religion, undergo a transformation as they turn into the modern concepts 
we know. In other words, the hypotyposis of the names of the two cities 
that are supposed to distinguish a specific form of Greek thought from 
Hebrew thought, can only be critically understood if seen in the context 
of the project of defining modernity.
 As a result, the hypotyposis of Athens and Jerusalem takes place in a 
situation whose political significance, interestingly, bears on the conceptu-
alization of the discourse on Athens and Jerusalem. At a moment of a 
pan-European movement towards opening up the world, this development 
is accompanied by a need to secure borders. As Athens is claimed as the 
quintessential symbol of modern rationality and its narrative becomes that 
of the origin of modern Europe, all that does not fit such a vision comes 
to represent its other. Distinguished as what stands outside and over and 
against it as its other, the non-European assumes a problematic role as 
the facilitator of the European desire of making the world accessible. The 
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ambiguous attitude that defines the period’s geopolitical approach of both 
opening and securing the borders at the same time, also registers in the 
discourse on philosophy.
 The phenomenon of the Orient Express illustrates this attitude in all its 
complexities. If the German project of the Orient Express initially included 
plans to run the railway to Baghdad, the prospect of including Jerusalem as 
a stop on the way presented an attractive prospect. But the Orient Express 
remained mainly a European railway experience between Paris and Vienna, 
the line on which the train took its inaugural journey. If Jerusalem was a 
destination that had been eyed at some point, it was never realized; Athens 
however became an actual destination.8 The irony of the Orient Express 
running to Athens should not be lost. It highlights that the Orient Express 
is after all very much a European affair. While also continuously serving 
Istanbul, this was not exactly the train Turkish migrant workers boarded 
on their way to Germany. Rather, it was European and American tourists 
who famously populated the train.9 The history of the Orient Express thus 
illustrates the conflicted dynamics that come to the fore in the distinction 
between Athens and Jerusalem.10

 Heinrich Heine suggestively noted that in modernity the secular Mes-
siah will arrive not on a donkey but riding a train.11 In the wake of the 
Industrial Revolution and European modernization, a signal transformation 
was heralded by a new system of transportation, the train, as Heine noted 
with other critics of the 19th century. As the railways made the world ac-
cessible new opportunities were created. The new experience resulted in 
a profound reconfiguration of time and space. The world became at the 
same time smaller and bigger, disenchanted, and a place that promised an 
experience of adventure, a mere train ride away. As Heine commented in 
a newspaper article from Paris on May 5, 1843:

The railways are again such a providential event that imparts humanity with a new upswing 
that changes the color and shape of life; a new chapter of the world history begins and our 
generation may praise itself to have been part of it. What kinds of changes must now take 
place in our modes of intuition and in our ideas! Even the basic concepts of space and 
time have begun to waver. The railways kill space, and time alone remains. If only we had 
enough money to kill the latter in a decent way as well!12

As space and time undergo this profound transformation in the 19th century, 
the discourse on Athens and Jerusalem maps onto the new topography in 
a manner that betrays some sort of anachronism. Athens and Jerusalem 
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are no longer distinct entities closed off against each other, but figure as 
points on a line that has become part of a larger grid. As “Athens” and 
“Jerusalem” come to represent obsolete marks of distinction, the peculiar 
anachronism of this distinction highlights the conflicted nature of the 
discourse. At a moment when the cities of Athens and Jerusalem have 
assumed fundamentally changed positions on the geopolitical grid of 19th 
century European power politics, their names assume a symbolic function 
oddly disconnected from the political topography. The consequence is a 
curious effect of authentication. Turned into markers on the game board 
of modern world politics, Athens and Jerusalem are reduced to a symbol-
ism that – abstracted from any foothold on the ground – is both subject to 
speculation and, at the same, subject to reinscription by the powers that be. 
Reduced to topographical coordinates on the political map, the names of 
these cities are reinvented as speculatively charged signifiers of a cultural 
constellation. The scheme of Athens versus Jerusalem is, oddly, both at 
the same time a product of a geopolitical constellation on the game board 
of 19th century European and world politics pitting the cities against one 
another in the role of mere proxies, and on the other hand, its speculative 
mirror reflection identifying them as powerfully contending exponents of 
opposite world views in a culture war.
 To enter any discussion of the issue of the distinction between Athens 
and Jerusalem is thus already defined by a conceptual framework that is 
overdetermined yet at the same time curiously vacuous with regard to the 
concerns of Jewish philosophers. To enter it means to ride that shuttle 
of diplomacy, which runs only within a Europe defined by its Christian 
exigencies, that nonetheless desperately argues for an other it can only 
invoke in terms of a phantasmagoric placeholder for the kind of alterity 
it desires to claim. Changing trains might be one way out, getting off the 
grid of problematic distinctions another. In other words, the philosophically 
interesting aspect of this phenomenon is that however one examines it, the 
discourse on Athens versus Jerusalem emerges as profoundly problematic 
and conflicted. If the temptation is great to choose sides, simply for the 
reason that the ‘choice’ seems so simple, straightforward, and obvious, 
the problem presents itself, today maybe more obviously than previously, 
as a false dilemma.13 In the wake of postmodern altercations and in an 
age marked by its post-colonial condition, the alternatives of Athens and 
Jerusalem have simply become obsolete, if not disturbingly simplistic. 
For critical travelers of the 19th century, the destiny of the Orient Express 
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and its destinations had already suggested that much. But at a moment 
of worldwide renegotiation of the claims of reason and religion, the old 
patterns of parsing the concepts no longer hold.
 Yaacov Shavit concludes his study of modern secular Jewish identity in 
Israel on a note that spells the consequences with unforgiving succinct-
ness. Provocatively replacing the contrastive conjunction “and” with the 
locative “in,” his Athens in Jerusalem: Classical Antiquity and Hellenism 
in the Making of the Modern Secular Jew ends:

‘Quid Athenis et Hierosolymis?’, asked Tertullian. We can answer this question in three 
ways. First, Athens served as an inverted image of Jerusalem. Second, Athens served as 
a model for Jerusalem, and third, as I hope to have demonstrated in this study, Athens is 
an integral part of Jerusalem. Without it, Jerusalem, namely the modern secular Jew and 
modern secular Jewish life in Israel, would not be what they are today.14

As a consequence, we simply cannot return to this discourse uncritically, 
we can no longer go there, neither to an Athens nor a Jerusalem. The 
symbolism of these signifiers is no longer stable. It has long fallen apart. 
And maybe the clinging to the distinction as one of canonic significance 
betrays the melancholy admission that, ultimately, it is no longer tenable, 
a fact that confronts us every day with renewed intensity. We can therefore 
read the constellation of the discourse of Athens versus Jerusalem as the 
discourse of a lack, a melancholy, and the reminder of the difficulty if not 
impossibility of objecting to, and overcoming what seems to be an age-old 
juxtaposition. Since the distinction of ‘Athens versus Jerusalem’ hinges on 
a European problematic whose Eurocentric fixation calls for examination, 
its validity can no longer remain unquestioned.
 As a central part of 19th and 20th century philosophical discourse, the 
distinction has to be made legible as a feature of the wider challenge to 
rethink and redefine the principal terms of philosophy, and philosophy in 
principal terms. The anxiety about Jerusalem is profoundly intertwined 
with the anxiety about Athens but it has become an anxiety that showcases 
in paradigmatic manner the problem of rethinking philosophy, and not just 
in disciplinary terms. If we thus understand the distinction as a product of 
modernity rather than the ancient trope it never was – the way it has been 
operative since the Enlightenment as the shorthand for two distinct ways of 
negotiating universality that relate to the particular rather differently – this 
juxtaposition becomes legible as one of the paradoxes at the heart of the 
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project of philosophy. It constellates the problem of grounding universality 
in terms of locality, or more precisely, figures the problem as that of two 
conflicting visions of universality. In either case, the universal is imagined 
as grounded in a particularity that claims universal significance. Following 
Heine’s observation on the transformative powers of the railway, we can 
say that the paradox of the co-temporality of the universal and the particular 
is transposed onto the topographical conundrum, the spatial arrangement 
that pits Athens against Jerusalem.
 In order to render this imaginary map legible we need to attend both to 
what it brings to light as well as what it obfuscates.

The Acropolis and the Gates of Jerusalem

Freud’s experience on top of the acropolis and Herzl’s photo-op encounter 
with the Emperor Wilhelm at the gates of Jerusalem both illustrate what is 
at stake in visiting symbolically overdetermined sites of cultural memory. 
These visits provide an instructive lesson in the attempt at touching, 
treading, and thus grasping the grounds, which releases a dynamics whose 
vertigo undermines the very desire to take hold of any kind of ground.
 Freud’s 1936 letter to Romain Rolland literally gives a moving account 
of the problem of setting foot on the grounds of the acropolis, precisely 
because, as Freud notes, this experience constitutes one of his greatest 
wish fulfillments. But setting foot on the grounds of the acropolis comes 
at the cost of distorting its memory and the construction of the past, as 
Freud concludes.15 The perception itself, as well as the experience is shot 
through with interferences that highlight how profoundly the transferential 
nature of taking hold determines a seemingly simple and straightforward 
act, such as visiting the site of one’s imagination. The dialectics of the af-
fective overload illustrate the powerful dynamics at work when it comes 
to visiting a place like Athens or Jerusalem. Upon closer examination, 
Freud’s memory of the acropolis reminds us that the presumed simplicity 
of a geographic place emerges as site of conflicted negotiations of one’s 
own identity construction. In other words, as Freud notes: “Alienations 
and depersonalizations are intimately linked.”16

 Freud’s trip to Athens took place in 1904. Herzl had died in the same 
year on July 3rd. Two months later to the day, Freud arrived in Athens.17 In 
1898, Herzl had in turn undertaken a trip to Jerusalem to welcome Emperor 
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Wilhelm at its gates. Intended as a publicity stunt, the trip was meant to 
energize diplomatic talks concerning the granting of a Jewish State. But 
staging this “state” visit became a double-sided affair that brought home the 
complexities of the conflicted memories connecting the various sections of 
the city. Political claims and aspirations inseparably linked to visions of a 
cultural mission, and the whole arrangement resembled a parody of British 
imperialism’s treatment of its politics as an exclusively domestic affair. The 
1898 Jerusalem handshake demonstrated, almost comically, that the question 
“whose Jerusalem?” would remain one for some time.
 If this touristic digression seems a far shot from the concerns of philoso-
phers about Athens and Jerusalem, my argument is that if this were indeed 
the case, this in itself, too, would mark a critical point: the simultaneity of 
the non-simultaneous, of these different ways to appropriate Athens and 
Jerusalem, are not to be theorized in a vacuum but through the cultural space 
in which they operate, which links them critically. It is precisely in the nature 
of this symbol-centered discourse that it rests on conceptual premises that 
prove to be problematically ‘groundless,’ if the pun may be permitted. 

Back ‘home’?

The curious gap between the historical and the philosophical, or the ‘em-
pirical’ and the ‘theoretical’ approach to Athens and Jerusalem highlights 
an interesting correlation. There is a certain reactive quality that informs 
the desire to cling to a philosophically constructed distinction that holds 
out the promise of a kind of purity that any empirical consideration so 
forcefully challenges. Contextualizing the elements of the construction 
of the discourse helps attend to its particular political dimension. Rather 
than redrawing the map of philosophy from ground zero, attending to the 
particulars of its context helps us address the specific political aspects that 
inform the apparent purity of the philosophical discourse.
 There is thus a startling complicity in underwriting the same politics 
on whichever side one takes on the question of Athens and Jerusalem. 
The recognition of this problem has led some philosophers to avoid the 
discourse altogether, be it on explicit or implicit terms. The astounding 
popularity the distinction nevertheless continues to enjoy, poses the 
question of its function with some urgency. One of the probable answers 
is that the distinction is conceptually so deeply inscribed in the imaginary 
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of Western culture that to ignore it would mean to deprive one of a critical 
entry point into this discourse. For, how could one critically intervene 
if not by addressing the issues head on? However great the promise of 
solving the predicament by direct answer might have been, none of the 
answers to the problem indicated by the distinction between Athens and 
Jerusalem has led to any resolution.
 The history of this discourse then suggests that it be understood as a 
symptomatic expression of philosophy’s aporia of grounding its origin 
in general. Read in terms of this problem, the discourse on Athens and 
Jerusalem becomes legible as discourse with a specific date and purpose, 
and a specific institutional context. In other words, we can only grasp 
its philosophical significance if we read it historically. Its purchase for 
systematic thought is therefore limited. But as symptom, it is a critical 
indicator of the historical determination of philosophic reasoning. We can 
only examine it critically through careful attention to case studies, or to 
what Adorno would call “critical models.”
 While Leo Strauss’ 1967 essay on Athens and Jerusalem plays a central 
role as a text of reference, rather than examining the essay in detail, I will 
confront it by addressing some of its lacunae.18

The Case of Spinoza

If Leo Strauss’ engagement with Spinoza is well recognized, the startling fact 
remains that his attitude with regard to Spinoza continues to be anything but 
clear. Spinoza approaches the question of traditions, philosophical as well 
as religious, such as Judaism and Christianity, in a manner that seems to 
challenge the very idea of the Athens-versus-Jerusalem line of argument. The 
way Spinoza theorizes tradition and his views concerning the history of phi-
losophy suggest a critical reserve towards narratives of origin. Such reserve 
informs the critical impulse of Spinoza’s view concerning the inadequacy 
of any assumption of foundational origin in epistemology. And this view is 
continuous with his critique of historical determinism Hegel style whereby 
each nation – if lucky – could have a world historical mission. It is continu-
ous with Spinoza’s view that the book of books and the book of nature pose 
in principle the same questions and require the same kind of hermeneutics.19 
And this view assumes explicit expression in the way Spinoza addresses 
Greek philosophy and Jewish traditional wisdom. Spinoza’s critical stance 
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with regard to Plato and Aristotle and their schools of thought is well known. 
Indicative are his more sympathetic views of the Stoics and Epicurus, his 
preferred sources when it comes to Greek philosophy.
 It is no coincidence that Spinoza is the first Jewish philosopher wary 
of the emerging secularized narratives that would juxtapose Greek and 
Hebrew wisdom. Up until the 17th century, for instance, Maimonides 
or “rabbi Moses” as the scholastic tradition would call him, represented 
a source of authority that Christian and Jewish thinkers would equally 
respect. Leibniz is one of the last philosophers to refer to Maimonides 
as a philosopher in this way. During Spinoza’s time, however, the at-
titude began to shift and Spinoza became one of the first philosophers 
whose “Judaism” became a liability for the way his philosophic thought 
would be considered. In theologically secure contexts such as patristic 
and later medieval philosophy, Greek and Hebrew thought did not figure 
as essentially different sources of thought. Rather, the corpus of texts 
represented a discursive continuum, satellites of a consistent universe of 
textual traditions. Religious difference would thus not necessarily produce 
philosophical anxiety. It could even be argued that patristic and medieval 
philosophy relied on neutralizing religious difference in order to appropri-
ate Greek philosophy. In the post-Reformatory age and with the rise of 
secular philosophy, this changed radically as philosophers experienced an 
acute form of fear of contact with the religious traditions, and often with 
good reason. As a consequence, Spinoza faced the challenge of securing a 
place as Jewish philosopher in the face of a canon that seemed on the one 
hand radically secular but on the other hand continued to rely on a frame 
of reference that excluded the very critical concerns that Spinoza brought 
to philosophy. Athens, in Spinoza’s view, was not so different from con-
structions of Jerusalem. As political entities they were simply placed on 
different sides of religious and confessional divides. What was required, 
therefore, was a critical departure from any kind of foundational narrative 
that would privilege one particular story line over another, one particular 
claim to primacy to another. Spinoza’s turn to the “theological-political” 
was precisely a move beyond such an impasse.
 Instead, Spinoza offered a trajectory of critical reasoning that would bring 
Ecclesiastes, i.e. King Salomon and Epicurus into illuminating proximity.20 
Just as Spinoza did not view Jewish tradition as homogenous he resisted  
the conflation of Greek thought into one self-contained category. Spinoza’s 
conception of tradition serves to highlight the fact that tradition represents 
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a collective effort that cannot be shielded from cross-cultural influence but 
rather consists of such cross-fertilization. Tradition is alive because it is 
living transmission and thus always to a certain degree a transposition. To 
hypostatize tradition as self-identical enclosure, unchangeable and perennial, 
would mean to misrecognize the very nature of tradition, which in the 
final analysis is nothing but the product of the social relations it embodies. 
Spinoza’s accentuation of the affinity of certain thinkers like Epicurus and the 
Ecclesiastes, his taking sides with particular authorities in rabbinic tradition 
over and against others attests to Spinoza’s open yet critical commitment 
to tradition. Rather than a monolithic understanding, Spinoza’s is informed 
by a concept of tradition devoid of any normative hold.
 Whether, in an ironic turn, he points out the recognition of false pro-
phetic divination of destiny in Alexander or a philosophically well-taken 
view in Ecclesiastes, Spinoza’s examination of the theological-political 
complex demonstrates a carefully articulated rebuttal against any attempts 
at hypostatizing any categorical distinction between Greek and Hebrew 
thought. This is no coincidence but remains continuous with Spinoza’s 
rethinking of the task and function of philosophy as such. Taking a reso-
lutely non-academic stance, Spinoza theorizes philosophy as a project that 
rethinks the distinction between theory and practice along resolutely differ-
ent lines than do the conventions that define ‘classic’, i.e. Greek thought. 
For Spinoza, theoretical vision – as the Ethics concludes so suggestively 
– is to be comprehended as an eminently practical, i.e. practice-grounded 
activity. As a consequence, Spinoza’s project can only be fully grasped 
if its critique of philosophy comes into view as a resolute departure from 
the frame of reference that informs the distinction between Athens and 
Jerusalem.
 Raised in what was hailed as the “new Jerusalem” – Amsterdam – Spino-
za’s analysis of the Hebrew State (a centerpiece in his Theological-Political 
Treatise) reminded his contemporaries that there was no way for the Dutch 
Republic to claim succession to the Hebrew State whose statutes rested on 
the rationale of isolation and lack of commercial contact, the very raison 
d’être of the Netherlands.21 But no less was it possible to return to the cul-
ture, which had laid claim to being seen as the cradle of democracy, Greece. 
The function of Spinoza’s discussion of the Hebrew State is twofold. On 
the one hand, the argument on the uniqueness of the Hebrew State stresses 
the impossibility of emulating it under changed circumstances. On the 
other, the historic uniqueness of the existence of the Hebrew State stands as 
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reminder of the de facto possibility of a democratic state and highlights the 
fact that the Biblical narrative carries politically crucial significance, albeit 
in a different way from that which is often ascribed to it. For Spinoza, the 
structure and organization of the Hebrew State prior to its corruption into 
an oligarchy run by the priest class showcases the conditions necessary for 
the realization of a democratic government. The Hebrew State’s recogni-
tion of God as Sovereign and Moses and Aaron as mediator between God 
and the people of Israel who as a whole constitute, on Spinoza’s account, 
their state via God as Sovereign make it clear that precisely because God 
is so central to the constitution of the Hebrew State he does not play any 
role other than the one the people of Israel ascribe to him. In other words, 
because the Hebrew State is a theocracy grounded in the Biblical concept 
of God it is the democracy of its citizens that constitutes this state. If the 
historic Hebrew State cannot be emulated, Spinoza’s account suggests, it 
stands as critical reminder of the possibility of political democracy per se. 
By examining the implicit political theory of the Hebrew State as one that 
is radically opposed to the claims of political theology, Spinoza inverts 
the distinction of Athens and Jerusalem and posits Jerusalem, as it were, 
as the realization of Athens’ claims to being a state of freedom and self-
determination.22

Mendelssohn’s “Jerusalem”

If Mendelssohn is the classic that modern Jewish philosophy never had, the 
course of his reception history is an object lesson in the often dialectically 
ironic play between the projective power of the schema Athens-versus-Jeru-
salem and a philosopher’s attempts at self-determination. If at every turn of 
his intellectual and philosophic career, Mendelssohn sought to address this 
conundrum with strategic sophistication and tactical aplomb, his audience 
often projected the critique that his interventions would articulate back onto 
its messenger. In ironic twists, Mendelssohn was accused of the very views he 
meant to highlight, challenge, question, and change. While he was “simply” 
content to lead the life of a philosopher, the history of his reception continues 
to be conflicted with regard to granting him this title, and remains rather 
preoccupied with debating whether he is to be categorized as a philosopher 
of Judaism or a Jewish philosopher; issues that in Mendelssohn’s eyes would 
be rather pointless. For after all, Mendelssohn’s line of argument out of its 
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way to present his work in terms of a philosophy free of any confessional 
or school affiliation, rather than as a sub-category or topical application of 
universals to the eternal particular, the Jew.
 It is of some telling significance that Mendelssohn’s first big interna-
tional success that would endure and occasionally shadow his other work 
was his Phaidon or on the Immortality of the Soul. The book put Ger-
man Enlightenment back on the European scene with a signal text that 
would command popular currency well into the 19th century. The book’s 
stress on the argument of continuity to prove the enduring existence of 
the human soul is more than an update on Greek thought with the help 
of Leibniz and Wolff. Such a variant would have barely captivated the 
enthusiasm of 18th century Europe. The critical impetus that drives this 
modern version of Plato’s Phaidon is its ethos of rethinking human nature 
as universal in an age of continuing religious conflict. To top the argument 
off, Mendelssohn’s Socrates reflects features of his author and not without 
purpose. The success of the book earned Mendelssohn the attribute of “the 
German Socrates.” Here a philosopher had ventured above and beyond 
the parochial borderlines of the religious and confessional conflict zones 
and reached the plane of philosophic argument that would draw from both 
Greek and Hebrew thought and was unafraid of doing so. In an appendix 
to the third edition, Mendelssohn argued this point with undeniable clarity. 
It is worthwhile to cite the full length of the passage to highlight the point 
he sought to make with such subtle eloquence:

Generally, my Socrates is not the Socrates of history. The historic Socrates lived in Athens, 
among a people who were the first to be concerned about true philosophy, and indeed at a 
time not for very long yet. Neither the language, nor cognitive minds [denkende Köpfe], 
were developed for philosophy yet. He was a student of philosophers who seldom glanced 
into their souls, who made everything, rather than themselves, the subject of their observa-
tions. Hence, the greatest darkness still must have reigned with respect to the doctrine of the 
human soul and its determinations. The brightest truths could merely be seen glimmering 
in the distance, without knowing the paths which led to them. A Socrates himself in such 
a time could do nothing more than direct his eyes steadily to these unique truths, and be 
guided in his moral conduct by them. The evidence of philosophical conceptions and their 
rational connection is an effect of time and the persistent efforts of many cognitive minds 
[nachdenkenden Köpfen], which look at the truth from different viewpoints, and thereby 
shed light on it from all angles.
 After so many barbaric centuries, which followed on that beautiful dawn of philosophy, cen-
turies, in which human reason must have been a slave to superstition and tyranny, philosophy 
has finally experienced better days. All areas of human knowledge have made considerable 
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progress through a successful observation of nature. We have learned to know our soul itself 
better on this path. Through a precise observation of the soul’s actions and sufferings, more 
data have been gathered, and from it, it was possible to draw more correct conclusions, by 
means of a proven method. Through this improvement of philosophy, the noblest truths of 
natural religion have attained an evidence, which obscures all the insights of the ancients 
and throws them, as it were, back into the shadows. Philosophy has not yet reached its bright 
midday, which our grandchildren perhaps will catch sight of some day; but one must be very 
jealous of the achievements of his contemporaries, if one does not want to concede great 
merits to the moderns in respect to philosophy. I have never been able to compare Plato with 
the moderns, and to compare both with the muddled thinking of the Middle Ages, without 
giving thanks to the providence that I had been born during these happier days.
 As I had to re-examine the immortality of the soul, and it caused me some trouble to dif-
ferentiate faith from conviction, the thought occurred to me: by which arguments would a 
Socrates be able to prove immortality in our time to himself and his friends? A friend of 
reason, as he was, would most certainly have gratefully accepted from other philosophers, 
what in their doctrine is founded on reason, regardless of what country, or religious party 
they might belong to. In regard to the truths of reason, one can agree with someone, and 
nevertheless find various things unbelievable, which that person accepts on faith. Since 
the brotherly tolerance of the political world is commended so much today; the friends 
of truths must first foster brotherly tolerance among themselves. What concerns faith, we 
want to leave to the conscience and peace of mind of each individual, without appointing 
ourselves as judges on that point. Out of true charity we do not want to argue, where the 
heart speaks louder than reason and wants to have confidence in the All-Merciful God, that 
He will justify all of us, if our conscience justifies us. But we want to share in the truths of 
reason in a more than fraternal fashion, we want to enjoy them collectively, like the light 
of the sun. If it has, brother!, illuminated you, rather than me; be pleased, but not proud 
of it, and what would be even more inhuman, do not try to block the light from me.– –

Who has brought this or that truth to light, was he of your fatherland, of your faith? Well! It 
is agreeable to stand in closer relationship with the benefactors of humanity. But, neverthe-
less, what your fellow citizens, your co-religionists created is not less than a benefit which 
is bestowed to us all. Greek wisdom benefited also the barbarians, and helped you, who 
only since recent times no longer deserve this name, to be freed from barbarity. Wisdom 
knows a universal fatherland, a universal religion, and even if it tolerates different forms 
of it [Abteilungen], it does not sanction the hostility and misanthropy of these differences, 
which you have laid as the foundations of your political institutions.– – Thus I think, a 
man like Socrates would think in our days, and seen from viewpoint, the mantle of modern 
philosophy, which I hang on him, may not appear so unseemly.23

The point was not lost on Mendelssohn’s readers. While some could not 
agree more with the author, explaining the book’s resounding popularity, 
others might have objected to the kind of bold advance Mendelssohn 
advocated. His dubbing as the German Socrates indicates not just agree-
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ment but also the double-edged ambivalence this modern day gadfly 
provoked. The “German Socrates” remained at one and the same time 
the “juif de Berlin,” the Jew from Berlin.24 The curious clash between 
the two epithets marks the conflicted situation Mendelssohn faced, as 
his move of advancing an alternative approach to the universal met 
with the opposition of those who sought to put such aspirations ‘in their 
place.’ As Mendelssohn sought to challenge the divide between Athens 
and Jerusalem the response often seemed an anxious shoring up of the 
very distinction he was questioning. Moreover, as a reactive response it 
would only inscribe the divide deeper whatever Mendelssohn would do to 
counter it. If Mendelssohn was recognized as a fixture in German culture 
and philosophy, philosophy continues to be challenged with placing him 
in its narrative. A casualty of the process of disciplinary differentiation 
that left his contribution out in the cold, Mendelssohn sought to leave the 
invidious distinctions  between Athens and Jerusalem behind only to find 
himself perceived and judged on the basis of the categorical distinction 
he had questioned in the first place.
 If contemporaries considered his preface to the German translation of 
Manasseh Ben Israel’s Vindication of the Jews and his Jerusalem or on 
Religious Power and Judaism as texts that addressed the general public 
rather than a coterie concerned with the emancipation of the Jews, these 
texts have now squarely fallen onto the side of the category “Jerusalem” 
despite the fact that both texts forcefully argue issues of a general concern. 
The scope of both texts is indeed far reaching with consequences that point 
well beyond issues of Jewish emancipation and civil equality. Readers like 
Kant and Hegel recognized the critical significance of Mendelssohn’s politi-
cal writings. Kant commented on several occasions on points of disagree-
ment. That Kant’s critical engagement, by the same token, also represented 
a sign of recognition was often overlooked.25 In a similar way, Hegel read 
Mendelssohn attentively and with an interest that left significant traces.26 
In the eyes of Goethe who like Kant and Hegel was also cognizant of Men-
delssohn’s literary criticism and his writings on aesthetics, Mendelssohn 
was a philosopher who did not warrant any qualifying epithet.27 Amos 
Funkenstein has rightly pointed out the striking affinity of Mendelssohn’s 
to Marx’s line of argumentation in “On the Jewish Question,” a fact that 
suggests that the larger critical significance of Mendelssohn’s thought was 
not entirely lost on succeeding generations.28
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 This makes it difficult to ignore the concern for the universal that drives 
Mendelssohn’s thought and that rebuts any disjunctive logic on which 
an opposition between Athens and Jerusalem is constructed. Indeed, 
Mendelssohn’s thought solicits its readers to rethink the problems that 
it poses in philosophical terms and thus requires us to revisit the project 
of philosophy in principal terms. Mendelssohn’s argument aims at noth-
ing less than that. But it also offers the attentive reader critical openings 
that delimit the philosophical perspective precisely where Mendelssohn 
seems to get the most particular. For Mendelssohn does not just demand 
or postulate freedom of thought and religion. Tolerance, we should not 
forget, represents the concern least on his mind.29 Rather, Mendelssohn’s 
approach engages in a critical examination of the principal terms that 
inform philosophical forms of legitimation of the social and political 
order. And on this level, his “Jewish writings” are pointedly philosophic 
interventions with a non-particularist agenda and outlook.
 With his preface to Manasseh Ben Israel’s Vindication of Israel Men-
delssohn had meant to redress the main objections to Jewish emancipa-
tion and the granting of civil liberties as constituting a false argument 
that would not just affect the rights of repressed Jews but undermine the 
very constitution of the state, in principle.30 Such a position was in Men-
delssohn’s eyes a variation on the spurious logic along which all forms of 
colonialism, abroad as well as domestically, were constituted.31 However, 
Mendelssohn’s claim that his argument addressed a universal rather than 
merely parochial concern was challenged by a contemporary critic in a 
pamphlet that called Mendelssohn forth to explain himself in more detail.32 
Called forth to respond, Mendelssohn composed his book-length answer 
Jerusalem or on Religious Power and Judaism. There has been remark-
ably little attention given to the meaning of the title that so suggestively 
positions its argument. If it playfully echoes Phaidon or on the Immortality 
of the Soul, one might instead detect a pair, pitted against each other in 
opposition. Read together, the two titles insinuate the possibility of imag-
ining a road on which travel between Athens and Jerusalem assumes the 
importance of an imperative with regard to both faith and philosophy. And 
indeed, the final send up of the concluding words from Zechariah might 
suggest as much. Such a reading would not only suggest an inversion of 
the Athens-versus-Jerusalem distinction but its ultimate discharge.
 Jerusalem or on Religious Power and Judaism confronts the reader 
with a title whose apparent simplicity leaves the attentive reader not 
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without puzzlement, an effect hardly incidental for an author celebrated 
for his stylistic accomplishments. The title points directly to the issue of 
the theological-political complex that stands at the center of the book but 
that the title reconfigures in an interesting manner. Depending on how we 
read the ‘and’ – as conjunctive or disjunctive particle – Judaism is either 
viewed as continuous with religious power or opposed to it. Thus, the title 
implies not “what is Judaism?” but, rather, the question of the meaning of 
religious power. And together, they constitute one side of the syntagmatic 
equation indicated by the ‘or.’ Jerusalem is posited as the comprehensive 
title that contains as its subordinates, religious power and Judaism.
 It is a stylistic feature of Mendelssohn’s writing that he does not pre-
scribe what to think to his readers, but instead prompts them to think 
for themselves. This is not just good Enlightenment practice but part of 
the ethics that informs the very core of Mendelssohn’s critical attitude. 
As a consequence, it is not until the concluding words of Jerusalem that 
Mendelssohn provides the clue for the book’s title. Not until having given 
the reader the opportunity to follow the whole of the book’s argument 
does Mendelssohn conclude on the note of the coda: “Love truth! Love 
peace!” – a direct quote from Zechariah 8, 19 that addresses Jerusalem 
as the city where one day the peoples of the world will join the Jewish 
people while each realizing the prophecy by preserving their particularity. 
Mendelssohn’s coy reference to Jerusalem, obvious to his contemporar-
ies, signals a provocative reclaiming of Jerusalem but in a form that does 
not simply invert their claim. Rather, Mendelssohn’s coda suggests an 
alternative vision of universalism, a universalism that Jerusalem outlines 
in terms of its theoretical framework and grounding, as one that resists 
the compulsion of erasing particularity but recognizes it as the very condi-
tion and grounds that make the universal possible. Jerusalem, as a figure 
of speech and a concept, symbolizes in its prophetic anticipation the rich 
and complex process of negotiating both the particular, and a universal out 
of reach of any one particular’s hold and control. Its anticipatory vision 
embraces a Messianic weak force that was nonetheless often criticized as 
lacking in Mendelssohn’s “assimilationist” thought.
 As a consequence, religious power comes into view as a variant of power 
that forces us to rethink the notion of power itself as a complex which, as 
Mendelssohn’s argument suggests, operates only in particular constella-
tions. Power as an ontological substrate does not exist. Religious power 
then is a form of power that represents a particular instance of power but 
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in a way that highlights the incommensurability of actual power forma-
tions. Religious power stands for a power that calls for a different kind of 
theorizing than what the readings of the exponents of modern philosophic 
thought such as Machiavelli, Hobbes, Locke, and Rousseau had made 
current but one that Spinoza had so challengingly opposed and sought 
to rethink. Conceptually, Mendelssohn’s implicit approach to theorizing 
power reconfigures the particular and universal in such a way that a top-
down distinction no longer holds. Rather than conceptualizing power in 
terms of a form of entity or dispositif, Mendelssohn’s emphasis on the 
functional aspect – what does not exist by itself but only in the context of 
specific forms of manifestation – serves as critical reminder that power as 
such does not exist but can only be described functionally as instantiation 
of particular relations, or as Spinoza would say “geometrically.” This argu-
ment unseats the hold of the categorical distinction between universal and 
particular as one whose validity must ultimately remain problematic.33

 As a consequence, Mendelssohn’s conception of Judaism serves as part 
of an overall systematic approach that does not seek a state of exception 
for Judaism but figures it as a centerpiece of the project of rethinking the 
universal in an alternative way.34 What has often been misdiagnosed as an 
apologetic or assimilationist attitude is, on a critical view, Mendelssohn’s 
bold answer to received ideas of how to do philosophy. This may sit uncom-
fortably with the legend of Mendelssohn’s attachment to the Leibniz-Wolf-
fian school of thought which, despite the fact that the latter never existed, 
has not spared Mendelssohn from a view that continues to be dominant. 
If Mendelssohn meant to communicate his approach via a sophisticated 
negotiation with the Leibnizian conceptual framework and the Wolffian 
terminology as the period’s lingua franca, which Kant acknowledged as 
Wolff’s most significant contribution to modern philosophy as it prepared 
the grounds for Kant’s intervention, its critical move yet awaits full rec-
ognition.
 In this constellation, Mendelssohn’s Jerusalem reclaims the Messianic 
moment in the name of a vision of Jewish tradition that – in the wake of 
centuries of invidious juxtapositions and comparisons – no longer allows 
that its message be construed in terms of a spurious either/or. Rather, and 
with a philosophically critical impetus, Mendelssohn’s Jerusalem argues 
that universalism in modernity is only an option if it is conceived as open 
ended towards the future. Its messianic quality refuses any control or de-
termination by any one particular over another, be it in the disguise of the 
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claim of the universal or an elected and “exemplary” particular. Instead, 
Mendelssohn’s concept of universality rests on relating the particular and 
the universal in terms of a continuous reciprocity, or more precisely in 
terms of their fundamental correlation.
 Mendelssohn’s Jerusalem therefore does not replace one theologically 
charged vision with another, or exchange the heavenly for an earthly 
one, but moves beyond such oppositions to re-imagine an open, dialogic 
relationship where the universal is no longer predicated by any sort of 
abstraction from the particular but by its emancipation. Athens no longer 
lurks on the horizon as the other, opposite, or adversary, and vice versa 
neither does Jerusalem. From Mendelssohn’s vantage point, any such jux-
taposition is grounded on false premises. Instead of a theory and practice 
of mutual exclusion, his Jerusalem – as allegory and title – imagines a 
more encompassing community of nations and peoples united in a vision 
of universality they can all claim individually as their own, realized on the 
basis of mutual recognition of one another as fully co-equal constituents 
of a cosmopolitan universe.

Hermann Cohen and Franz Rosenzweig

For Hermann Cohen and Franz Rosenzweig, the pressing issues were a 
far cry from any Athens or Jerusalem. The operational distinction they 
faced posed itself rather in terms of the opposition between the “German” 
and the “Jewish” as the grounds shifted from a theological to a political 
problematic often couched in cultural and national terms. The substitu-
tion of the opposition between German and Jewish identity for the one 
between Athens and Jerusalem brought home the point that it was less 
a question of juxtaposing a universal over and against a particular, than 
of an affair of negotiating two forms of particularities – or two different 
visions of universality. If the old patristic distinction divided the world 
into a superior sphere of faith and an inferior sphere of rationality, this 
distinction rested on a division of labor between the human cognitive 
faculties that conceded only limited validity to each. But the distinction 
between “German” and “Jewish” was achieved in framing difference by 
assigning normative validity to one side over the other, thus exposing the 
spurious grounds of the distinction. But unlike the patristic distinction 
that was topically limited, its secular counterpart cut across all aspects of 
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life. Culturally, politically, and nationally coded, the religious undertones 
assumed an eerie presence as they could no longer be openly addressed 
but were simply contained in cultural ciphers. If Hermann Cohen’s bold 
move was to turn the tables and highlight the profound elective affinity 
between Germans and Jews as no coincidence, since the modernity of 
German culture owed its momentum to the reformatory impetus to tap the 
sources of Jewish tradition, Franz Rosenzweig recognized it as a conflict 
of the heart that would exert irresolvable but creative tension. Both saw 
the exemplarity of German culture and Jewish tradition as complementary 
where any choice of one over the other would mean to submit to what 
could only be a false alternative.
 Just as Jewish tradition’s historical origins were always already plural, 
as Cohen argued in Religion of Reason of the Sources of Judaism, Ger-
man culture had multiple historical origins. The fact that one decisive 
one was Judaism not only made the two compatible but also crucially 
interconnected. Cohen’s rethinking of origin was directly grounded in his 
philosophical approach to origin as a process and project rather than a 
fact. For Cohen, origin designates an anticipatory point in the movement 
of thought and conceptual construction. Greek and Jewish thought thus 
represent for Cohen not irreconcilable opposites but particular forms of 
thought that complement each other in the task of thinking the origin, i.e.  
the universal, as an open ended and future oriented project. For Cohen, 
in other words, it is “Athens” that needs “Jerusalem” and “Jerusalem” 
that needs “Athens.” If for Cohen the prophetic and Messianic tradition 
contributes with its universal openness, Greek thought contributes with the 
terms of reason and its discourse of rationality. It is through their productive 
cross-fertilization that the concept of universality springs forth.
 It is telling that Cohen does not employ the names of Athens and Jeru-
salem in addressing specific aspects of Greek culture and Jewish tradition. 
At no point is he willing to characterize them as monoliths pitted against 
each other. Instead he accentuates the aspects in which they interface and 
complement each other. Therefore the way Cohen conceives of it, the 
universal can never derive from just one historical origin and no historical 
origin can serve any form of instituting a universal claim, because origin 
is a result of the function of thought, not of history. There is an obvious 
tension in Cohen’s fervent nationalism but it is kept in check conceptually 
with the non-unitary origin of the way he imagines any such nationalism 
and the way he distinguishes between nation and nationality.35 Termino-
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logically precarious, this distinction nevertheless signals a difference in 
Cohen’s approach that is central to his critical argument. Unlike Freud, 
Cohen never felt an urge to visit Athens because Greek thought for him 
was no foreign territory. It is a place where he moved comfortably because 
rather than the false promise of a historical origin it provided him with the 
space for rethinking the origin philosophically.
 In the case of Rosenzweig, Athens and Jerusalem are mapped in different 
dimensions. The very structure of The Star of Redemption can be addressed 
as a scheme to remap Athens and Jerusalem in a new way that overcomes 
the patristic deadlock. As Rosenzweig rethinks philosophy as a project 
that is grounded in a deep interface that taps into the traditions of Jewish 
thought and Greek, but also German philosophy, Athens and Jerusalem 
are neither options nor opposites but sites belonging to a topography that,  
unlike Cohen’s, is a discontinuous one. But it is, on the other hand, this 
discontinuity that constellates them as reciprocally constitutive moments 
of Rosenzweig’s project. Cohen, on the one hand, addressed the fallacy of 
the seemingly static spatial opposition of Athens to Jerusalem by highlight-
ing the undercurrents that correlate the two in creatively formative ways. 
On the other hand, Rosenzweig’s complexly multidimensional approach 
centering on a scheme of differences between Judaism, Christianity, and 
paganism resituated philosophic thought in ways that made the opposition 
between Athens and Jerusalem obsolete. In a way, Rosenzweig may well 
have been responding to the patristic challenge of the distinction with 
a deliberate refutation. If Judaism and Christianity were to be directly 
opposed but also therefore complementary in many ways, Christianity 
betrayed on Rosenzweig’s view a link to paganism too intimate to ef-
fectively maintain a Christian opposition between Athens and Jerusalem. 
Judaism, on the other hand, lacking the fear of contact that would arise only 
later during the period of Christianization by internalization of patristic 
anxieties, had no intrinsic urge for such a distinction, an opposition that 
would run against the historical realities it experienced. For Rosenzweig, 
then, Athens and Jerusalem simply represented requisites of an old thinking 
that no longer had any purchase in modernity. Upholding this distinction 
would be tantamount to continuing exposure to an antiquarian passion that, 
ultimately, would be the hobbyhorse of paganism, i.e. an unreconstructed 
desire for an all-consuming universalism.
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Zion, Messianic Symbol of Exile

If Christian theology had juxtaposed a terrestrial Jerusalem to the heavenly 
city, it seemed difficult for a post-Christian philosophy to understand that 
the prophetic and Messianic vision of Jerusalem was a vision that pointed 
beyond any opposition between heaven and earth. As a symbol for exilic 
hope, Jerusalem is not the place of origin that it never was. It is with pointed 
clarity that the origins of Jewish tradition are, as it were, “bamidbar,” in the 
desert, i.e. in exile and underway, or as Hermann Levin Goldschmidt notes: 
“Holy Land is everywhere.”36 In other words, Jewish traditions’ origins are 
to be understood as in the making, “underway,” rather than as holdings of 
cultural possession. As point of orientation, the Messianic force of Zion 
consists precisely in its forward moving pull: it is no point of reference to 
which we could ever return, no stone to be uncovered, no point to stand or 
sit on, to possess and hold on to. If the old scenario had Athens dominate 
over Jerusalem, which was simply the theological transliteration of the real 
political relations sublimated into religious resentment, as Nietzsche would 
observe, Athens remained blissfully unaware of this. In fact it remained so 
unaware that its reincarnation in the German academic institution of the 
university and its successors throughout the Western world was unable 
to acknowledge Jerusalem as it was unable to acknowledge the existence 
of anything beyond its ken. The opposition of Athens versus Jerusalem is 
in the final analysis one that a particular vision of Jerusalem generated as 
it sought access to the polis. But that vision of Jerusalem came with the 
cost of ignoring crucially critical aspects of the discourse on Jerusalem 
in modern Jewish thought as it posited a conception curiously at odds 
with the line of argument that runs from Spinoza to Mendelssohn, Cohen, 
and Rosenzweig. Their argument was less anxious about recognition by 
a university that it could not help seeing in a dark light  – an aspiration 
profoundly alien to these philosophers – as theirs was an argument about 
rethinking philosophy from the bottom up, an argument that for the sake 
of philosophy and not just religious diversity, the false distinction of the 
binary fixation of Athens and Jerusalem should no longer block the road 
to modernity. Maybe Heine had a critical point after all, when he surmised 
that the Messiah would arrive by train. But this probably would not be 
the Orient Express.
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