An Analytical-Critical Study of Richard Rubenstein’s Theological Views

Alireza Moayyedrad!'"'| Milad Azamimaram?*

1. MA Student, Department of Comparative Religions and Mysticism, Faculty of Theology and
Islamic Studies, University of Tehran, Tehran, Iran. Email: alireza.moayyedr@ut.ac.ir

2. Corresponding Author, Assistant Professor, Department of Comparative Religions and Mysticism,
Faculty of Theology and Islamic Studies, University of Tehran, Tehran, Iran. Email:
miladazamimaram@ut.ac.ir

Abstract

The Holocaust provoked a profound theological crisis among Jewish thinkers, and Richard
Rubenstein's thought emerged from this struggle. He argued that after Auschwitz, belief in «God
of history» became intellectually and morally indefensible, rendering all traditional theodicies
inadequate. Consequently, he attempted to reconstruct Jewish theology in light of modern
realities. This study employs a critical-analytical approach to examine Rubenstein's radical
reinterpretations of Jewish traditional theology. His reinterpretation centres on five key doctrines:
divine presence/absence, evil and theodicy, the biblical covenant, the meaning and purpose of
history, and the sustaining of faith. Rubenstein claimed we now live in the age of «death of God»
and must seek an embodied theology. Accepting the «death of the historical God», his theology
moves toward a naturalistic conception of divinity: «holy nothingness». Rubenstein distinguishes
between natural and modern evil. Natural evil is inherent to our world-we must accept life with
both its creative and destructive moments, recognising our place in this cosmic process. Modern
evil, however, stems directly from modernity's processes: instrumental rationality, secularisation,
and managing «surplus populations». This analysis led Rubenstein toward militant positions that
suffer from methodological errors, including reductionism in his analysis of modernity, neglecting
human agency in events like the Holocaust, and aligning with Islamophobic discourses
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Introduction

Richard Lowell Rubenstein (1924-2021) explicitly declared that after the Holocaust, adherence
to traditional Jewish teachings was no longer possible. This radical stance established him as one
of the most prominent figures in the discourse of «death of God theology» within a Jewish context.
In Power Struggle: An Autobiographical Confession (1974), Rubenstein emphasises that true
theology is «embodied theology», one that emerges from lived experiences, particularly from
suffering and failures.

Research Findings

In Rubenstein's theology, the «death of God» does not signify atheism, but it refers to the «death
of the God of history». He does not close all doors to the concept of divinity but instead opens a
path to a different, worldly, and perhaps more mystical understanding: «Holy Nothingness».

«Holy Nothingness» is the background or substrate of existence. While it encompasses
everything, it remains indifferent to and doesn't intervene in the events of the world. Rubenstein’s
«mystical paganism» involves finding divinity and profound meaning within the material world
itself and its natural cycles. However, he does this using the language and symbolic tools of the
Jewish religious tradition, but without believing in the personal, interventionist God of that
tradition.

Declaring the «death of the God of history», Rubenstein radically resolves the problem of
theodicy. The evil of Auschwitz is no longer attributed to God because there is no responsible
God. Instead, responsibility lies with humanity, history, and moral choices. Rubenstein views the
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Holocaust as a product of the fundamental structures and processes of modern Western
civilisation: instrumental rationality, bureaucratic organisation, technology, and secularisation. He
proposes the acquisition of worldly power as a way to prevent the recurrence of such evils. These
ideas formed the basis of Rubenstein's more militant reflections in Jihad and Genocide (2010).

Traditional theology viewed history as the stage for the manifestation of divine will and the
gradual fulfilment of God's promises to His chosen people. In contrast, Rubenstein believed that
history is no longer a stage for a divine drama with a pre-ordained beginning, middle, and end.
Instead, it is a stage for human activity in a «silent, unfeeling cosmos». Consequently, instead of
seeking refuge in an imaginative eternity indifferent to human suffering, one must embrace
historical responsibility and agency in the world (Rubenstein, 1966: 225).

Rejecting the God of history, Rubenstein makes it clear that his position is not one of atheism, but
rather an alternative understanding of the divine. He states, «It is my conviction that God is the
Ground and Source out of which we have come without ever entirely separating ourselves»
(Rubenstein, 1974a: 246). This perspective opens up a space for understanding «darkness of
divinity» (ibid: 247), which entails accepting aspects of existence and divinity compatible with
suffering, destruction, and immense evil-aspects that do not fit within the framework of a
traditionally benevolent and interventionist God (Rubenstein, 2012: 88). For Rubenstein faith is
no longer primarily reliance on a transcendent, personal, and historically interventionist God.
Instead, it becomes, first and foremost, an existential and practical commitment to the continuity
of the Jewish people, the preservation and honouring of its cultural-historical identity, and active
participation in shared rituals and traditions. The significance of these rituals does not necessarily
stem from a divine commandment, but rather from their profound human function in fostering
«human solidarity» and imbuing life with meaning (Rubenstein, 1972a: 112). In "The Religious
Imagination: A Study in Psychoanalysis and Jewish Theology" (1985), Rubenstein asserts that
the function of myths and rituals has historically been to express and manage unconscious
psychological conflicts, such as anxiety about death, guilt, and feelings of emptiness (Rubenstein,
1985: 183).

Jihad and Genocide (2010) presents a static understanding of ethno-religious identities.
Rubenstein frames Muslims in an inherent and perpetual conflict with Jews/West, disregarding
the internal diversities and historical complexities of both groups. According to Gomez-Suarez,
the most dangerous aspect of Rubenstein's analysis lies in his political proposals, such as his
implicit support for a preemptive Israeli attack on Iranian civilian centres. These radical solutions,
Gomez-Suarez argues, could initiate precisely the spiral of violence and victimisation that
Rubenstein himself fears (Gomez-Suarez, n. d.). Heni (2010) contends that such simplifications
pave the way for one-dimensional and military solutions. Instead of promoting mutual
understanding and the discovery of peaceful resolutions, they can serve as pretexts for
confrontational, preemptive, and belligerent policies. Rubenstein's analysis, Heni suggests, not
only fails to contribute to a more precise understanding of religious violence but can also fall
within the very framework of Islamophobic discourse against which Esposito warns due to its
dangerous implications. This discourse, by simplifying and demonising the «other», smooths the
path for confrontational and even militaristic policies. Rubenstein, who, by his own admission,
entered the clergy to escape the humiliations of childhood and achieved what he, citing Max
Weber, calls the «charisma of office» (Rubenstein, 1974b: 24), ultimately extends this
psychological logic to the level of international relations. Jihad and Genocide can be seen as the
culmination of this intellectual trajectory, where the theology of the «death of God» and the
critique of divine power transform into a worldly theology in which human power becomes not

only a means of survival but also an ultimate and almost sacred concern.



Conclusion

Declaring the «death of the God of history», Rubenstein decisively rejected any possibility of
believing in a personal, interventionist God after Auschwitz. He turned instead to a naturalistic
and mystical alternative: an impersonal, indifferent, and mysterious divinity that serves as the
ultimate ground and source of all being. He vehemently dismissed traditional theodicies and
directly attributed the Holocaust to the instrumental rationality, secularisation, and managing
«surplus populations». Rubenstein argued that the covenant was no longer a divine promise but a
cultural and identity-based bond. He asserted that preserving traditions was vital not because of
their heavenly origin, but due to their function in shaping collective identity. Ultimately, he
defined faith not as reliance on dogmatic belief, but as an existential commitment to the continuity
and cohesion of the community, active participation in its rituals, and the discovery of sacredness
within the natural cycles of life.

However, his views on Jihad and Genocide suffer from significant methodological flaws. These
include equating the entire Islamic world with extremist groups and disregarding its internal
diversity; selectively using history to confirm his own presuppositions; overlooking the
victimisation of Muslims in numerous instances of violence and Genocide; and finally, offering
dangerous political proposals, such as implicit support for preemptive attacks on other nations.
Ultimately, Rubenstein's intellectual journey reveals a tragic paradox: how a profound experience
of trauma and the resulting criticism of violence, when coupled with an insatiable desire for
power, can lead to the prescription of solutions that could reproduce the very atrocities he initially

sought to critique and deny.
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