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Face-to-face with Levinas:
(Ev)angelical Hospitality and
(De)constructive Ethics?

Ronald T. Michener

The Jewish religious philosopher Em-
manuel Levinas is perhaps the most
important Continental ethical thinker
of the last century. Unfortunately, he
is seldom considered by evangeli-
cals. This paper will suggest that an
evangelical engagement with Levinas
offers resources pertinent to our de-
velopment of personal and social eth-
ics in our postmodern climate. It will
first consider Levinas’s post-foun-
dational call to the obligation to the
‘face of other’ in view of the postmod-
ern deconstruction of moral systems.
Second, it will reflect on his proposal
of ethics as ‘first philosophy’ in view
of an evangelical commitment to be
message bearers of God’s redemption
and justice in both proclamation and
hospitable action within and beyond
particular faith communities.

I. Brief Biography
Biographical details are often brushed
aside when considering the ideas of
various philosophers and theologi-
ans. However, it would be unthink-
able to do this with Emmanuel Levi-
nas (1906-1995). Levinas must be

understood against the backdrop of
the horrific despair of the Holocaust
and the historic scars it left on Europe
after the Second World War. These
traumatic events deeply touched this
man’s life and perspectives.

Levinas was born to Jewish par-
ents in Lithuania in 1906, was edu-
cated in both the Bible and Talmud,
and experienced the rich legacy of
Russian culture and literature. His
first reading language was Hebrew,
but his mother tongue was Russian.
During the First World War, Levinas'’s
family moved as refugees to Ukraine.
As a young teen, Levinas witnessed
the Bolshevik Revolution in February
and October of 1917.

Several years later, he moved to
France and studied at the University
of Strasbourg, where he was intro-
duced to the phenomenological meth-
od of Husserl and Heidegger. Levinas
then studied under both Husserl and
Heidegger in Freiburg before finally
settling in Paris—his home for the
remainder of his life. Levinas became
a French citizen in 1930. He began
working on a book on Heidegger, but
dispensed with it when Heidegger
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joined the Nazi party.! This was ob-
viously devastating for Levinas, as
Heidegger had deeply impacted his
philosophical formation. As he would
later write (in 1963): ‘One can forgive
many Germans, but there are some
Germans it is difficult to forgive. It is
difficult to forgive Heidegger:?

The wounds of World War II ran
deep with Levinas, haunted by the
atrocities done to his people, his fam-
ily and himself. As a French citizen, he
was drafted into the French army in
1939, but shortly afterwards he was
taken prisoner of war and put into a
work camp in the forest in northern
Germany. Sadly, during this period,
many of Levinas’s extended family
members were apparently murdered
by the Nazis in Lithuania. Levinas’s
life, however, was protected as a
French prisoner of war. In 1945 (after
five years in the work camp), he was
finally able to return to his wife and
daughter in Paris, where they had re-
mained safe and under protection in a
monastery.?

1 Simon Critchley, ‘Introduction, in The
Cambridge Companion to Levinas, ed. Simon
Critchley and Robert Bernasconi (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002),
xv-xviii.

2 Critchley, ‘Introduction’, xviii.

3 Critchley submits that this may have been
why Levinas was never hostile toward Ca-
tholicism. Simon Critchley, ‘Can the Philoso-
phy of Emmanuel Levinas Change Your Life?’
(New York: New York Society for Ethical Cul-
ture and Levinas Ethical Legacy Foundation),
audio lecture. This is not to say that Levinas
overtly advocated Christianity or broke away
from his traditional Jewish perspectives. For
an explanation of the difference between the
Christian Messiah, Jesus, and Levinas’s no-
tion of Jewish messianism, see Robert Ber-
nasconi and Simon Critchley, eds., Re-reading
Levinas (London: Athlone Press, 1991), 99.
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Levinas vowed never to set foot in
Germany again—an oath he kept for
the remainder of his life.* In spite of
this promise, he would be, ironically,
forever intellectually indebted to
these Germans under whom he stud-
ied in terms of his philosophical phe-
nomenological method. The phenom-
enologist, such as Levinas, attempts
to awaken us to the shared features
that are part of our everyday experi-
ence, but that are nevertheless com-
monly ignored in our everyday life.’
Phenomenology concerns itself with
our descriptions and experiences of
appearances in our consciousness, by
observing the reality before us, rather
than with predetermined rational
theories that we project on reality. Of
course, how one constitutes phenom-
ena is always relative to one’s horizon
and various conditions of perception.®

Nevertheless, as Howard Caygill astutely
observes, National Socialism’s ‘murderous
rigour’ brought an end to modernism’s ‘pro-
ject of assimilation’ and ‘made possible a re-
thinking of the significance of the diaspora
and a regeneration between Judaism and
Christianity. Caygill, Levinas and the Political:
Thinking the Political (London and New York:
Routledge, 2002), 47. Caygill also references
(on page 48) Levinas’s article prior to the
Second World War, ‘The Spiritual Essence of
Anti-Semitism (according to Jacques Marit-
ain)’ in Paix et droit 5 (1938), where Levinas
emphasizes shared qualities between Juda-
ism and Christianity.

4 Critchley, ‘Introduction’, xix-xx.

5 Simon Critchley, The Ethics of Deconstruc-
tion: Derrida and Levinas, 2nd ed. (Edin-
burgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1999),
283. Critchley provides a lucid description of
the phenomenological method, especially as
it relates to Levinas.

6 Yair Sheleg, ‘Significant Other: Who Would
Have Believed That Emmanuel Levinas
Would Become an Israeli Cultural Hero?
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Although Levinas became an im-
portant spokesman for Husserl’s phi-
losophy in France, he was most nota-
bly impacted by Martin Heidegger’s
fundamental ontology in the ground-
breaking work Being and Time.
However, he switched the priority of
Heidegger’s ontology to that of eth-
ics—which is paramount for under-
standing Levinas.

Il. Ethics as First Philosophy

1. Deconstructing Modern Ethics

Before I go further, allow me to offer
a couple of introductory comments
about ‘deconstruction’, due to its im-
portance for understanding Levinas’s
position. Deconstructionism is often
unfortunately seen as the monster
of postmodernity—the nihilistic
billy club of Jacques Derrida. But de-
construction is not ultimately about
destruction or annihilation of mean-
ing. Rather, it is primarily about what
happens to texts, ideas and intellec-
tual systems when they are examined
with detailed scrutiny, uncovering
that which has been lost, neglected
or forgotten in ordinary discourse
or social practice. It is not about the
negation of reality, but about recon-
stituting the reality in which we live
and speaking in the name of justice.

(Department for Jewish Zionist Education,
2003); Kelly James Clark, Richard Lints and
James K. A. Smith, 101 Key Terms in Philoso-
phy and Their Importance for Theology (Lou-
isville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press,
2004), 66; Edward Moore, ‘Phenomenology’,
in Encyclopedia of Postmodernism, ed. Victor
E. Taylor and Charles E. Winquist (London:
Routledge, 2001).

7 See Critchley, ‘Introduction’, 10-13.
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Stated positively, James K. A. Smith
puts it this way:

Deconstruction is a deeply affirma-
tive mode of critique attentive to
the way in which texts, structures
and institutions marginalize and
exclude ‘the other’, with a view to
reconstructing and reconstituting
institutions and practices to be
more just (i.e, to respond to the
call of the other).?

It is this sense of deconstruction with
which we should seek to understand
Levinas.

In the wake of the deconstruction
of modernist ethics, Levinas declared
the ‘essential problem’ in the form of
a question: ‘Can we speak of an abso-
lute command after Auschwitz? Can
we speak of morality after the failure
of morality?” It is as if to say, ‘reason
had its heyday, so what now?" This
was the century, according to Levinas,
where ‘suffering and evil are delib-
erately imposed, yet no reason sets
limits to the exasperation of a reason
become political and detached from
all ethics. Modernist systems of total-
ity resulted in war and genocide. The
Holocaust was the ‘paradigm of gra-
tuitous human suffering, where evil
appears in its diabolical horror’.!°

8 James K. A. Smith, Jacques Derrida: Live
Theory (London and New York: Continuum,
2005), 12; see also 8-11.

9 Tamara Wright, Peter Hughes and Alison
Ainsley, ‘The Paradox of Morality: An Inter-
view with Emmanuel Levinas’, in The Provo-
cation of Levinas: Rethinking the Other, ed.
Robert Bernasconi and David Wood (Lon-
don: Routledge, 1988), 176.

10 Emmanuel Levinas, ‘Useless Suffering’,
trans. Richard Cohen, in The Provocation of
Levinas: Rethinking the Other, ed. Robert
Bernasconi and David Wood (London: Rout-
ledge, 1988), 162.
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This haunting memory is what
motivated the intensity of Levinas’s
writings. What is it, after Auschwitz,
that will transcend the mess made of
modernity’s idolatry of reason and
the totalizing schemes of Western
thought?'! At first it would seem that
the massacres of yesterday would
provide a fail-safe protection against
such atrocities today, but unfortu-
nately historical memories are like
cards, according to Zygmunt Bauman,
‘reshuffled to suit new hands’!? For
example, Bauman points out, people
can now be Killed from afar by using
electronic surveillance equipment
and smart missiles. The Kkiller re-
mains distant, and the victims remain
faceless. Now, the victims themselves
may not be morally superior; they
simply did not have the opportunity
to be first to push the button. Bau-
man claims that the superior morality
is the ‘morality of the superior'—the
guardians of morality.!®

The rational foundations of moral-
ity conveniently entered the scene on
the Enlightenment coattails of Kant.
Justified moral actions must be ex-
pressed through the universal quality
of human reason—a moral impera-
tive—not through the whimsical na-
ture of emotions. Kant’s rule-guided
deontological ethic and its mistrust
of feelings developed into a morality
that became a detached ‘procedur-
alism’ It was assumed that rational
modern ethics, if rigorously applied

11 Gary A. Philips, ‘Levinas’, in Handbook of
Postmodern Biblical Interpretation, ed. A. K.
M. Adam (St. Louis, MO: Chalice Press, 2000),
154.

12 Zygmunt Bauman, Postmodern Eth-
ics (Oxford and Cambridge, MA: Blackwell,
1993), 227.

13 Bauman, Postmodern Ethics, 227-29.
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and freed from the impulses of sub-
jective desires, should be able to set-
tle the moral dilemmas we face in the
world.™ Again, Bauman aptly states:

De-substantiation of the moral ar-
gument in favor of proceduralism
does a lot for the subordination of
the moral agent to the external leg-
islating agency, yet little or nothing
at all for the increase of the sum
total of good; in the final account it
disarms the forces of moral resist-
ance to immoral commands—very
nearly the only protection the mor-
al self might have against being a
part to inhumanity.'s

The abstract totalizing and rational
universality of Enlightenment ethics
tended to remove the rules of moral-
ity from the persons to whom they
should be attached.

Levinas spoke out against this pri-
macy of ontology in Western philoso-
phy that characterized modern eth-
ics. Ontology forces pre-determined
categories; it attempts to unify at the
expense of difference. Reality must be
seen as one, rather than multifarious.
Everything is understood as an entire
comprehensible reality, ‘reducing the
other by the same’.!® In fact, he viewed
this pernicious influence of Hellenis-
tic ontology as laying the foundation
for the entire Nazi agenda and the

14 Although this may not have been Kant’s
intention, it is my contention that his think-
ing greatly influenced this type of detach-
ment to which [ am referring. Bauman, Post-
modern Ethics, 67, 68; Olthuis, ‘Face-to-Face’,
137-38.

15 Bauman, Postmodern Ethics, 69.

16 Emmanuel Levinas, Totality and Infin-
ity, trans. Alphonso Lingis (Pittsburgh, PA:
Duquesne University Press, 1969), 42; see
also 43, 77-78.
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Holocaust. Since Jewish people were
‘outside’ the classifications of the de-
termined identity markers of the pow-
erful, they would not be included. For
Levinas, ontology assigns a place for
everything, making everything equal,
leaving no room for the Other. That
which is different must be assimilat-
ed and comprehended. There must be
control. This type of absolutist think-
ing is devastating to ethics. Western
philosophy’s preoccupation with the
understanding and classification of
being and reality, then organizing that
reality by means of technology and
economy, is fundamentally egologi-
cal (think ‘ego’)—suppressing the
uniqueness of the other, and hence
excluding the voice of God bidding us
to love our neighbour.'’

So the starting point for philosophy
for Levinas is not found in ontology
(i.e. the question of Being, pace Hei-
degger) or epistemology (the ques-
tion of knowledge), but in ethics. Eth-
ics is first philosophy. Although the
autonomous self had assumed centre
stage with Descartes, with Heidegger,
the self, Dasein, became subsumed
under the grand umbrella of Das Man:
the One, the ‘They’ collective, an ontol-
ogy which ultimately leads to tyran-
ny.!® Levinas expelled this full-fledged
centred self of the Enlightenment and
moved beyond the impersonal col-

17 ‘Egology’ for Levinas is seeking to domi-
nate the other through understanding and
comprehension. Ontology is an advanced
form of egology, as all being is reduced to a
totalizing system with no room for differ-
ence. Levinas, Totality and Infinity, 44. See
also Merold Westphal, Overcoming Onto-
Theology: Toward a Postmodern Christian
Faith (New York: Fordham University Press,
2001), 265-66.

18 Levinas, Totality and Infinity, 46-47.
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lective mass of Heidegger by placing
the Other at the centre, not as some
impersonal, anomalous horde, but
as a personal face with whom I must
converse. So he reverses the direction
of philosophical thinking from the
‘metaphysical to the commonplace’,
from the opaque question of Being to
the question of human being.*®

Now Levinas’s move was not sim-
ply some theoretical philosophical
ideal. For Levinas it was first and
foremost experiential. As he writes:
‘My critique of the totality has come
in fact after a political experience that
we have not yet forgotten.?’ The epi-
graph to his book, Otherwise Than Be-
ing, expresses this clearly:

To the memory of those who were
closest among the six million as-
sassinated by the National Social-
ists, and of the millions on millions
of all confessions and all nations,
victims of the same hatred of the
other man, the same anti-semi-
tism.??

Levinas scholar Simon Critchley wise-
ly points out that Levinas was not
some shallow, liberal pacifist. He had
experienced firsthand the horrors of
war, suffered its consequences, and
understood the ethical demand from
the other in the struggle of life and
death. The conflict of war placed him
before others where the brutality of

19 Critchley, ‘Can the Philosophy’; Critchley,
The Ethics of Deconstruction, 284-85.

20 Emmanuel Levinas, Ethics and Infin-
ity: Conversations with Philippe Nemo, trans.
Richard A. Cohen (Pittsburgh, PA: Duquesne
University Press, 1982), 78-79.

21 Emmanuel Levinas, Otherwise Than Be-
ing or Beyond Essence, trans. Alphonso Lingis
(Pittsburgh, PA: Duquesne University Press,
1998), epigraph.
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death was all around him, where the
biblical injunction of ‘thou shalt not
murder’ was agonizingly put to the
test.?? This is a theme to which Levi-
nas consistently returns. As Levinas
puts it:

To approach the Other is to put
into question my freedom, my
spontaneity as a living being, my
emprise over the things, this free-
dom of a ‘moving force’, this im-
petuosity of the current to which
everything is permitted, even mur-
der. The ‘You shall not commit mur-
der’ which delineates the face in
which the Other is produced sub-
mits my freedom to judgment.?®

It is exactly this confrontation with
the face of the other, looking at the
other in the eyes, in the engagement
of conversation, that confronts us
with an exteriority beyond our pre-
determined concepts of being and
knowledge. It is a confrontation of the
radical exteriority of the other that
completely ruptures our knowledge
paradigm. It cannot be mastered or
controlled.?*

2. The Face of the Other Cannot
Be Reduced to Knowledge

The ‘big idea’ of Levinas is that the
other before us cannot be contained
or reduced to our comprehension
or knowledge. Simon Critchley elu-
cidates Levinas’s point through a
memorable illustration by the Ameri-
can philosopher, Stanley Cavell, with
reference to the philosophical prob-
lem of other minds. The question
framed by Cavell is: ‘How can I know

22 Critchley, ‘Can the Philosophy’.
23 Levinas, Totality and Infinity, 303.
24 Philips, ‘Levinas’, 157.
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if someone is truly in pain?’ Let us
say that I was an incompetent den-
tist drilling away on someone’s tooth
and my patient suddenly screams in
what seems to me to be obvious tor-
ment. | immediately apologize (and
perhaps offer more novocaine?). The
patient, however, instantly changes
composure and replies: ‘Oh no, [ am
not in pain at all, I was simply call-
ing my hamsters!””® How ridiculous!
But how can I know if the patient is
telling the truth? The point is that we
really cannot know for sure whether
this person was in pain or calling his
hamsters, unless we see his hamsters
start scurrying into the dentist’s ex-
amination room.

The gist of what Critchley is point-
ing out in this somewhat silly exam-
ple, via Cavell, is that for Levinas,
there is an interiority of the other, an
infinite separateness (what Levinas
calls ‘alterity’) or distinctness, that al-
ways escapes my comprehension and
cannot be reduced to mere knowl-
edge.?® Our engagement with another
person is a unique experience, involv-
ing a certain level of engagement that
extends beyond our knowledge of
objects. Levinas describes it this way:

Our relation with the other (au-
trui) certainly consists in wanting
to comprehend him, but this rela-
tion overflows comprehension.
Not only because knowledge of the
other (autrui) requires, outside of
all curiosity, also sympathy or love,
ways of being distinct from impas-

25 Critchley, ‘Introduction’, 25-26. Critich-
ley refers to Stanley Cavell, The Claim of Rea-
son (New York and Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1979), 89. See also Critchley, ‘Can the
Philosophy’.

26 Critchley, ‘Introduction’, 26.
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sible contemplation, but because
in our relation with the other (au-
trui), he does not affect us in terms
of a concept. He is a being (étant)
and counts as such.?’

An encounter with the other cannot
be reduced to my own analysis, nor
assimilated into my understanding or
reasoning. The other with whom [ am
standing face to face beckons me to
moral obligation. The call of the other
precedes my own will and initiative. It
ruptures my own ordered life of being
(ontology) and morally obliges me to
radical ‘corporeal’ responsibility with
sensitivity to embodied persons who
become weary, experience pain and
have physical and emotional needs.?®
Levinas puts it this way with phe-
nomenological clarity: ‘Only a subject
that eats can be-for-the-other, or can
signify. Signification, the-one-for-the-
other, has meaning only among be-
ings of flesh and blood.?*

3. The Face of the Other Is
Transcendent
This acknowledgement and respect
of the other whom we cannot con-
ceptually subsume is what Levinas

27 Emmanuel Levinas, ‘Is Ontology Funda-
mental?” in Emmanuel Levinas: Basic Philo-
sophical Writings, ed. Adriaan T. Peperzak,
Simon Critchley and Robert Bernasconi
(Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana Uni-
versity Press, 1996), 6.

28 Olthuis, ‘Face-to-Face’, 142.

29 Levinas, Otherwise Than Being, 74. Levi-
nas continues these insights on this same
page as he discusses ‘the immediacy of the
sensibility’ towards the proximate other. It
is the giving of bread from one’s own mouth
to the hungry, opening up one’s home to the
‘wretched other’ (he refers to Isaiah 58). See
also Olthuis, ‘Face-to-Face’, 141.
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calls transcendence. He submits that
it is only our relation with the Other
that provides a ‘dimension of tran-
scendence’ which is a relation com-
pletely different from our relative
egoism typical of the sensible.®® It is
a this-worldly transcendence, not one
lying beyond us in the heavens or
akin to the noumenal realm of Kant.
Rather it is the other person who ex-
ceeds myself and obligates me in an
ethical relation. It is the distinctness,
the ‘beyondness’, of the other that is
transcendent and confronts me with
infinite responsibility. The face of the
Other who lays claim on me through
his transcendence ‘is thus the stran-
ger, the widow, and the orphan, to
whom [ am obligated’3!

Although transcendent, the face of
the other also displays the personal;
it is where the realm of humanity is
revealed, and it is through the face of
humanity where we see the trace of
the invisible God.*? In the face of the
other [ become aware of the idea of
the Infinite. Levinas contends that the
‘dimension of the divine opens forth
from the human face’ and, he contin-
ues, there ‘can be no “knowledge” of
God separated from the relationship
with men. The Other is the very locus
of metaphysical truth, and is indis-
pensable for my relation with God.*?

But how does Levinas avoid an
idolatry of the human person? How
does he (or do we) avoid confusion

30 Levinas, Totality and Infinity, 193; see
also 194 and Critchley, The Ethics of Decon-
struction, 286.

31 Levinas, Totality and Infinity, 215.

32 Jens Zimmerman, Recovering Theological
Hermeneutics: An Incarnational-Trinitarian
Theory of Interpretation (Grand Rapids: Bak-
er Academic, 2004), 232.

33 Levinas, Totality and Infinity, 78-79.
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of the infinite Other with the Infinite
Other of God?** Levinas does make a
distinction. He claims that the Other
‘is not the incarnation of God, but
precisely by his face, in which he is
disincarnate, is the manifestation of
the height in which God is revealed.*®
Noted Levinas scholar Roger Burg-
graeve points out that God and the
other are not identical. It is not that
the face of the other who is the Infi-
nite ONE, but through the face I ‘hear
the Word of God’ who calls me to ethi-
cal responsibility and points the way
to God.*® The ethical call is rooted in
the Divine. It does not deny the self
but drives the self from the ‘myself’
to neighbour-centred responsibili-
ty.3” God is always beyond me, but the
trace of God is manifested through
the face and the voice of another hu-
man being who calls me to ethical
responsibility.®® My understanding of
the other will consequently always
remain inadequate and incomplete in
an asymmetrical relationship.*

34 Bruce Ellis Benson, Graven Ideologies:
Nietzsche, Derrida and Marion on Modern
Idolatry (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity
Press, 2002), 120.

35 Levinas, Totality and Infinity, 79.

36 Roger Burggraeve, * “No One Can Save
Oneself Without Others”: An Ethic of Libera-
tion in the Footsteps of Emmanuel Levinas’,
in The Awakening of the Other: A Provocative
Dialogue with Emmanuel Levinas, ed. Roger
Burggraeve (Leuven, Belgium: Peeters,
2008).

37 Burggraeve, ‘No One Can Save’, 63-65.
38 Zimmerman, Recovering Theological
Hermeneutics, 221.

39 Benson, Graven Ideologies, 116.
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4. The Face of the Other Is
Asymmetrical

Levinas’s ethic is a radical call to the
other in responsibility that does not
assume reciprocity or symmetry in
any form. As Levinas submits: ‘1 am
responsible for the other without
waiting for reciprocity, were I to die
for it. Reciprocity is his affair. ... The
[ always has one responsibility more
than all the others.*® Unlike the hori-
zontal symmetry of the [-Thou dialogi-
cal exchange of Martin Buber, Levinas
calls for a disinterested, uncondition-
al, asymmetrical relationship without
mutuality or the expectation of equal
exchange.*!

Certainly, Christians are sum-
moned to follow Christ's example
in nurturing an agapeic love for the
other without the expectation of reci-
procity (see Luke 6:35). One may ask
if Levinas is too extreme in this re-
gard. James Olthuis is concerned that
such radical insistence on the ethical
obligation of the other may end up
causing more damage than it does
good due to its excessive moralism.
If one’s personal needs are forfeit-
ed, they may reappear in a passive-
aggressive manner that may be emo-
tionally destructive.*?

Typically, of course, neglecting
one’s personal needs is not a prob-
lem. As [ have suggested elsewhere in
this regard, it is better to read Levinas
as a postmodern ethical prophet who
summons us away from the selfish
complacency that generally typifies
our everyday lives and challenges

40 Levinas, Ethics and Infinity, 98-99; see
Olthuis, ‘Face-to-Face’, 144.

41 Bauman, Postmodern Ethics, 48, 49,, 74.
42 Olthuis, ‘Face-to-Face’, 143 and n. 31.
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us to authentic neighbour love.*
Indeed, this seems impossible, but
such impossibility must remain the
focus of our moral efforts as Chris-
tians. Stephen Webb aptly states that
in our world of ‘calculative exchange
based on self-interest and self-pro-
motion’ our ‘language of ethics, then,
must be couched in the rhetoric of
hyperbole.** Levinas’s use of hyper-
bole in this regard is not simply a
rhetorical device used for emphasis,
but it is a pointer to the depth of Levi-
nas’s call to a radical self-less obliga-
tion that will deface my self-love to
respectfully face the other.*®

Philip Rolnick makes some percep-
tive insights on Levinas in this regard
in Person, Grace, and God (Eerdmans,
2007). Rolnick suggests, and I agree,
that if we read Levinas in a charitable
fashion, his hyperbole is ‘a perfor-
mance to protect against the sinfully
strong tendency to curve back upon

43 Patrick Nullens and Ronald T. Michener,
The Matrix of Christian Ethics: Integrating
Philosophy and Moral Theology in a Postmod-
ern Context (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity
Press, 2010), 147.

44 Stephen H. Webb, ‘The Rhetoric of Ethics
as Excess: A Christian Theological Response
to Emmanuel Levinas, Modern Theology 15,
no.1(1999): 1.

45 | express my thanks to an anonymous
referee for this insight. See John D. Caputo,
Against Ethics: Contributions to a Poetics of
Obligation with Constant Reference to Decon-
struction (Bloomington and Indianapolis:
Indiana University Press, 1993), 82; Webb,
‘The Rhetoric of Excess’, 9. See also Olthuis’s
reference to Caputo in ‘Face-to-Face’, 142,
143; James K. A. Smith’s insights on Olthuis’s
critique of Levinas in ‘The Call as Gift: The
Subject’s Donation in Marion and Levinas’, in
The Hermeneutics of Charity, ed. James K. A.
Smith and Henry I. Venema, 226-27; Nullens
and Michener, The Matrix, 143-48.
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the self, not unlike Martin Luther’s
incurvatus in se!*® Rolnick points out
that Luther also made use of hyper-
bole, illustrating this with a quotation
from Luther’s Lectures on Romans:

Therefore I believe that with this
commandment ‘as yourself’ man
is not commanded to love himself
but rather is shown the sinful love
with which he does in fact love
himself, as if to say: ‘You are com-
pletely curved in upon yourself and
pointed toward love of yourself, a
condition from which you will not
be delivered unless you altogether
cease loving yourself and, forget-
ting yourself, love your neighbor*’

In a similar vein, Rolnick submits,
Levinas is attempting a reversal of
this curvature by focusing exclusively
on non-reciprocity in our relation
with the other. Transcendence is al-
ways exterior, infinite, beyond my
possession and tendency to totalize
and control.*®

I do not wish to disparage Olthuis’s
uneasiness. Certainly one should not
think and act in an excessively aga-
peic manner that would ignore per-
sonal needs altogether and create an
abnormal focus on guilt rather than
the embrace of God’s forgiveness.
We are to recognize the other uncon-
ditionally in appreciation for God’s
radically gracious forgiveness and
love for us through the atonement of
Christ. Hence, our call to the other is

46 Philip A. Rolnick, Person, Grace, and God
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007), 178.

47 Martin Luther, Luther’s Works, vol. 25:
Lectures on Romans: Glosses and Scholia, ed.
Hilton C. Oswald (St. Louis, MO: Concordia
Publishing House, 1972), 513, as quoted in
Rolnick, Person, Grace, and God, 178.

48 Rolnick, Person, Grace, and God, 178.
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to be a natural response of gratitude
rather than psychologically induced
guilt-laden obligation.*® But for Levi-
nas, a radical forfeiting of the self was
ironically a liberation of the self from
it-self from which it was imprisoned.
For this is where the ‘for-the-other’ is
free from the oppression of ontology
and is now open to the transcendence
of the other.>°

Rolnick points out, ironically, that
giving of ourselves for the other is not
to be seen as a burden in life, but as a
blessing. Our times of greatest enjoy-
ment and love are not manifested in
moments of self-conscious reflection,
but in those times where we have
poured ourselves out into the activity
at hand. Those who attempt to save
their own life will lose it, but those
who give their life for the gospel, Je-
sus, and for the Other will experience
arenewed life.>!

lll. (Ev)angelical Application

1. The Face of the Other and
(Ev)angelical Hospitality

[ highly commend Levinas’s post-
modern criticism of the imperious
ontological structures characteristic
of Western thought. His ethic rightly
retreats ‘from the blind alleys into
which radically pursued ambitions
of modernity have led’ and ‘readmits
the Other as a neighbor, as the close-

49 Nullens and Michener, The Matrix, 147-
48.

50 Abigail Doukhan, email message to au-
thor, 14 January 2010. See Levinas, Totality
and Infinity, 282.1am grateful to Dr Doukhan
for reading a previous draft of this paper and
providing specific insights in this regard.

51 Rolnick, Person, Grace, and God, 180.

121

to-hand-and-mind, into the hard core
of the moral self’5? To truly act as fol-
lowers of Christ, we must gaze into
the face of the downtrodden, the poor
and the widows among us, seeking
justice and righting wrongs. This is
the true religion to which the Epistle
of James speaks (Jam 1:26). For what-
ever is done for the ‘least of these’ is
also done unto the Lord (Mt 25:40).5

A key idea here from Levinas is
expressed in French as ‘Apres vous,
Monsieur! ‘After you, sir’ (By impli-
cation of course: ‘After you, my dear
lady or sir’) ‘Please, you go first, be-
fore me. God is not found in the onto-
logical and theoretical sky of abstract
Greek metaphysics, but he is found in
the concreteness of the person right
before us in flesh, through ‘everyday
and quite banal acts of civility, hos-
pitality, kindness and politeness that
have perhaps received too little atten-
tion from philosophers’>* This is the
wisdom expressed in Jesus’ radical
call to discipleship, representing the
qualities manifested as the ‘fruit of
the Spirit’ (Gal. 5:22). How easy it is
to forget or simply neglect to live our
theology by consistently manifesting
hospitality in the everydayness of life.

2. Our (Ev)angelical Message in
Word

As angels are message bearers of God,
so this is our call, our purpose and
our identity as ev-angelicals. We are
‘angelical’ message-bearers/messen-
gers of the euangelion: God’s gospel
of redemption and justice found in
Jesus, in word and deed. We speak in

52 Bauman, Postmodern Ethics, 84.
53 Nullens and Michener, The Matrix, 147.
54 Critchley, ‘Introduction’, 27.
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conversation before the face of others
and we act according to their needs
impressed upon us. As the Samaritan
was confronted with the wounds and
bruises of the robbed Jewish traveler,
so the orphan and the widow beckon
us, obligate us to engage them as they
manifest the traces of the face of the
divine, a face that cannot be seen yet
is made visible, an impossible possi-
bility afforded us only by the imago
Dei manifested in the Other. This is
an obligation, indeed a responsibil-
ity, but ultimately it is a magnificent
privilege to witness the unveiling of
God before us and to participate in
divine action towards others in Chris-
tian hospitality.

3. Our (Ev)angelical Hospitality
in Deed

This hospitality must be expressed
among the poor, the downtrodden,
the outcast and all who are strangers,
in prison and mistreated. By such
hospitality, the writer of Hebrews
(13:2-3) instructs us, we may have
tended to ‘angels unaware”: ‘Do not
forget to entertain strangers, for by so
doing some people have entertained
angels without knowing it. Remem-
ber those in prison as if you were
their fellow prisoners, and those who
are mistreated as if you yourselves
were suffering’

Our practice of hospitality in the
margins, to the ‘least of these’, is
where the strongest trace of the di-
vine may be found. As angels display
a trace of the divine, yet must not be
worshipped as divine or equated with
God (Rev 19:10; 22:9), so we serve
the other, where the trace of God is
manifest—angels we serve unaware,
unknowing, completely eluding our

Ronald T. Michener

comprehension or knowledge.>

‘Lord, when did we see you hungry
and feed you, or thirsty and give
you something to drink? When
did we see you a stranger and in-
vite you in, or needing clothes and
clothe you? When did we see you
sick or in prison and go to visit
you?’ The King will reply, ‘I tell you
the truth, whatever you did for one
of the least of these brothers of
mine, you did for me. (Mt 25:37-
40)
Yet, these common, ‘banal acts’, as
Critchley calls them, cannot be total-
ized into some simple moral system
according to Levinas’s way of think-
ing. Rather, the moral conscience
must remain alive, in-fleshed and
fully aware of the unpredictability of
life and its many complexities. By no
means does Levinas’s deconstruction
of the moral structures of modernity
lead to some kind of moral paraly-
sis or ethical anarchism. Instead, we
learn from Levinas to re-personalize
our ethics in the context of authentic
relationships.5®

55 David Buschart also points out, refer-
ring to Hebrews 13:2, that those who extend
theological hospitality realize that, as one
stranger serving another, they may be serv-
ing a messenger of God. W. David Buschart,
Exploring Protestant Traditions: An Invitation
to Theological Hospitality (Downers Grove,
IL: IVP Academic, 2006), 270. Although I ful-
ly agree, my point, via Levinas, is that we can
never know, nor should we know about ‘an-
gelic visitors’. Rather, the face of the other is
already and always where we anticipate the
trace of the divine. We do not simply serve
the other because he or she may be an angel,
but because the other is where the trace of
the divine is already made manifest in the
privilege of ethical obligation.

56 Frank M. Yamada, ‘Ethics’, in Handbook of
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His call to us, if | may put it this way,
is a call to radical ethical responsibil-
ity—looking not to some overarching
system, but to look into the eyes of
the other standing before us. We do
not abandon the Law, as John Caputo
notes, for the Law must stand strong
against injustice. But the Law is blind
and universal, and unable to see the
particular flesh of the withered hand
on the Sabbath.’” This is not some
wild antinomian protest against rules
and commands, but a plea to infuse
them with personality before the face
of others—as Jesus did in the Ser-
mon on the Mount. As evangelicals,
as bearers of Jesus’ gospel, this is our
mission as well.

James Olthuis notes that we ought
to thank Levinas for keeping the face
of the widow, orphan and stranger
before us ‘in a world where compas-
sion is too often in exile’*® This is the
familiar call to incarnate an (ev)an-
gelical theology of the everyday. Many
confessing evangelicals have actively
applied these essential aspects of
our faith through strategic organiza-
tions.*” Indeed, we are called to ac-
tively seek justice for the poor and op-
pressed in our midst, using whatever
resources the Lord has provided. But
we must remember this is not about
simply throwing money at systems
and organizations that can take care

Postmodern Biblical Interpretation, ed. A. K.
M. Adam (St. Louis, MO: Chalice Press, 2000),
82, 84; see also Bauman, Postmodern Ethics,
34,

57 Caputo, Against Ethics, 149; see also
Olthuis, ‘Face-to-Face’, 142.

58 Olthuis, ‘Face-to-Face’, 156.

59 For example, we have Evangelicals for
Social Action, Compassion International,
World Vision, the Barnabas Fund and Samar-
itan’s Purse, just to name a few.
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of this for us, so we can check off the
box. Ultimately, Levinas is calling us
away from structures and back to the
face of the person.®® We must stop,
pause, and look into the face of the
one before us, realizing we are see-
ing a trace of the face of the God who
calls us to himself. This may and cer-
tainly should be expressed by help-
ing in homeless shelters, speaking
out against racial prejudice and in-
tentionally developing cross-cultural
friendships.

4. Hospitality in the Academy?

As evangelical thinkers, sola scriptu-
ra has often morphed into sola text
(to put it in the words of Stanley
Hauerwas).®* We can be so text-cen-
tred and defensively postured that
we forget that there are real persons
behind our internal and external dis-
putes. Do I pause to look with compas-
sion into the face of the other looking
into mine with whom I disagree? Or is
the person now seen as an inconven-
ient interruption standing in the way
of my progress and rightness, reduced
to a ‘position’ to be overcome? This
embodied person has strong feelings
and emotions. He or she has particu-
lar reasons and fears for thinking the
way he or she does about life, God

60 ‘Peace must be my peace, in a relation
that starts from an I and goes to the other,
in desire and goodness, where the 1 both
maintains itself and exists without egoism.
Levinas, Totality and Infinity, 306, cited in
George Drazenovich, ‘Towards a Levinasian
Understanding of Christian Ethics: Emma-
nuel Levinas and the Phenomenology of the
Other’, Cross Currents (Winter 2005): 52.

61 Stanley Hauerwas, ‘Pharoah’s Hardened
Heart: Some Christian Readings’, Journal of
Scriptural Reasoning 2, no. 2 (2002).
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and whatever theological issue upon
which we happen to disagree. Behind
the arguments are people with hurts
and cares and desires for a deep rela-
tionship with God just as 1.6?

How can we show theological hos-
pitality and academic charity to the
other in view of this? We often argue
for grand schemes of social justice
and mercy, but in our posturing and
dialogue in academics, the lion’s share
of pride often reigns. David Buschart
has provided some helpful insights in
this regard in his Exploring Protestant
Traditions. He submits, drawing from
Augustine, that those ‘moved by the
love of God that issues in hospitality
recognize that they themselves are
strangers.®®> Hence, those brothers
and sisters with whom I disagree, or
those from other traditions, are not
my opponents but fellow strangers
and pilgrims from whom I have much
to learn.%* Levinas proposes the fol-

62 This is not to say that disagreement will
be absent from our discussions, or that du-
plicitous motives should not be uncovered in
the course of academic dialogue. However,
this should be done without de-personaliz-
ing the face of the other.

63 Buschart, Exploring Protestant Tradi-
tions, 268.

64 This is not to say that all boundaries
or particular identifications with commu-
nities are eradicated. In response to this,
Buschart draws on Miroslav Volf’s Exclusion
and Embrace: A Theological Exploration of
Identity, Otherness, and Reconciliation (Nash-
ville, TN: Abingdon, 1996). Differentiation
seeks boundaries, but exclusion removes the
other from hospitality through separation or
binding. See Buschart, Exploring Protestant
Traditions, 265-69. Buschart claims that
boundaries and expressions of particular-
ity, however, help to sustain and even make
the conditions of hospitality possible. But
one’s particular faith community or tradition
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lowing that appears to be in sympa-
thy with this notion:

It may even be that a less naive
conception of the inspired Word
than the one expiring beneath crit-
ical pens allows the true message
to come through widely scattered
human witnesses, but all miracu-
lously confluent in the Book.®®

[ submit that Buschart’s work has
broader implications than only those
pertaining to cross-denominational
dialogue. Such insights should also
filter down into character traits in
our academic dialogue and posturing.
How do we treat our students and
colleagues? Are we trying to prove
ourselves and subsume others under
our categories of exclusion or accept-
ance? Or do we genuinely recognize
the other as other, understanding,
as Buschart notes, that the historical
and incarnational character of Chris-
tianity entails that it will be marked
by particularity, reflecting a ‘particu-
lar people’s encounter with Christ
and their particular understanding of
how one is to live as a Christian’?¢®

IV. Conclusion
Levinas’s deconstructive ethics does

should not be a ‘fortress’ but a place from
which others may be served.

65 Emmanuel Levinas, Outside the Subject
(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press,
1987), 126. This is from his chapter titled
‘The Strings and the Wood: On the Jewish
Reading of the Bible’ Levinas likens Scrip-
ture to a text that is ‘stretched over a tradi-
tion like the strings on the wood of a violin!’
(p- 127).1 am again grateful to Abigail Douk-
han for pointing this out to me and suggest-
ing the reference.

66 Buschart, Exploring Protestant Tradi-
tions, 259.



Face-to-face with Levinas

not lead us to the destruction of
meaning and of ethics. It rather chal-
lenges us to deconstruct ourselves,
to re-prioritize our ethics, and (as
Bauman puts it) to ‘re-personalize’
our ethics both within and outside
our communities. As (ev)angelical
message bearers, we indeed have a
particular message to proclaim with
doctrinal purity. Yet with equal pas-
sion, we are called to show charity,
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compassion and humility, and to en-
gage in seemingly banal acts of sim-
ple kindness in the midst of the com-
plexities of ethical decision making.
But this only comes as we take the
time and make the concerted effort to
look into the face of the other before
us: the widow, the orphan, the stran-
ger—whether in the soup kitchen or
the academy—and say with Levinas:
‘Apres vous, monsieur!
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