
On the Interpretation of Genesis 

I want to begin with the remark that I am not a biblical scholar; 1 
am a political scientist specializing in political theory. Political theory is 
frequently said to be concerned with the values of the Western world. 
These values, as is well known, are partly of biblical andspartly of (;rcck 
origin. The political theorist must, therefore, have an inkling of the 
agreement as well as the disagreement between the biblical and the 
Greek heritage. Everyone working in my field has to rely most of the 
time on what biblical scholars or classical scholars tell him about the 
Bible on the one hand, and Greek thought on the other. Still, I thought it 
would be defensible if I were to try to see whether I could not under- 
stand something of the Bible without relying entirety on what the: 
authorities both contemporary and traditional tell me. 1 began with thr 
beginning because this choice seems to me to be least arbitrary. I havt 
been asked to speak here about Genesis-or rather about the bcgin- 
ning of Genesis. The context of a series of lectures on the “Works of the 
Mind“ raises immediately a very grave question. Works of the mind 
are works of the human mind. Is the Bible a work of the human mind? 
Is it not the work of God? The work of God, of the divine mind? The lat- 
ter view was generally accepted in former ages. We have to reflect on 
this alternative approach to the Bible, because this alternative is decisive 
as to the way in which we will read the Bible. If the Bible is a work of 
the human mind, it has to be read like any other book-like Homer, 
like Plato, like Shakespeare-with respect but also with willingness to 
argue with the author, to disagree with him, to criticize him. If the Bible 
is the work of God, it has to be read in an entirely different spirit than 
the way in which we must read the human books. The Bible has to be 
read in a spirit of pious submission, of reverent hearing. According to 
this view, only a believing and pious man can understand the Bible- 
the substance of the Bible. According to the view which prevails today, 
the unbeliever, provided he is a man of the necessary experience or 
sensitivity, can understand the Bible as well as the believer. This dif- 



ference between the two approaches can be described as follows. In the 
past, the Bible was universally read as the document of revelation. 
Today it is frequently read as one great document of the human mind 
among many such documents. Revelation is a miracle. This means, 
thcrcforc, that before WC even open the Uiblc WC must have made up 
our minds as to whether we believe in the possibility of miracles. 
Obviously WE rend the account of the burning bush or the Red Sea 
dclivcrance in an entirely different way in correspondence with the 
way in which we have decided previously regarding the possibility of 
miracles. Either we regard miracles as impossible, or we regard them as 
possible, or else WC do not know whether miracles are possible or not. 
The last view at first glance recommends itself as the one most agreeable 
to our ignorance or, which is the same thing, as most open-minded. 

I must explain this briefly. The question as to whether miracles 
arc possible or not depends on the previous question as to whether 
God as an omnipotent being exists. Many of our contemporaries assume 
tacitly or even explicitly that we know that God as an omnipotent being 
does not exist. I believe that they are wrong; for how could we know 
that God as an omnipotent being does not exist? Not from experience. 
Experience cannot show more than that the conclusion from the world, 
from its manift~st c>rdc,r and from its manifest rhythm, to an omnipotent 
Crcaltor is not valid. lixperience can show at most that the contention of 
biblical faith is improbable; but the improbable character of biblical 
bclicf is ximiltcd and cvcn proclaimed by the biblical faith itself. The 
faith coulci not bc meritorious if it were not faith against heavy odds. 
The next step of a criticism of the biblical faith would be guided by the 
principle of contradiction alone. For example, people would say that 
divine omniscience-and there is no omnipotence without omni- 
science-is incompatible with human freedom. They contradict each 
other. But all criticism of this kind presupposes that it is at all possible to 
speak about God without making contradictory statements. If God is 
incomprehensible and yet not unknown, and this is implied in the idea 
of God’s omnipotence, it is impossible to speak about God without 
making contradictory statements about Him. The comprehensible God, 
the God about whom we can speak without making contradictions, we 
can say is the god of Aristotle and not the God of Abraham, Isaac, and 
Jacob. There is then only one way in which the bclicf in an omnipotent 
God can be refuted: by showing that there is no mystery whatever, that 
we have clear and distinct knowledge, or scientific knowledge, in prin- 
ciple of everything, that we can give an adequate and clear account of 
everything, that all fundamental questions have been answered in a 
perfectly satisfactory way; in other words, that there exists what we 

may call the absolute and final philosophic system. According to that 
system (there was such a system; its author was Hegel), the previously 
hidden God, the previously incomprehensible God, has now become 
perfectly revealed, perfectly comprehensible. I regard the existence of 
such a system as at Icast as improbable as the truth of the I?il-rl(~. fS[it, 
obviously, the improbability of the truth of the Bible is a contention of 
the Bible, whereas the improbability of the truth of the perfect philo- 
sophic system creates a serious difficulty for that system. If it is true 
then that human reason cannot prove the nonexistence of God as an 
omnipotent being, it is, I believe, equally true that human reason cannot 
establish the existence of God as an omnipotent being. From this it fol- 
lows that in our capacity as scholars or scientists we are reduced to a 
state of doubt in regard to the most important question. We have no 
choice but to approach the Bible in this state of doubt as long as we 
claim to be scholars or men of science. Yet that is posBible only against a 
background of knowledge. 

What then do we know? I disregard the innumerable facts which 
we know, for knowledge of mere facts is not knowledge, not true 
knowledge. I also disregard our knowledge of scientific laws, for these 
laws are admittedly open to future revision. We might say, what we 
truly know are not any answers to comprehensive questions but only 
these questions, questions imposed upon us as human beings by our sit- 
uation as human beings. This presupposes that there is a fundamental 
situation of man as man which is not affected by any change, any so- 
called historical change in particular. It is man’s fundamental situation 
within the whole-within a whole that is so little subject to historical 
change that it is a condition of every possible historical change. But 
how do we know that there is this whole? If we know this, we can 
know it only by starting from what we may call the phenomenal world, 
the given whole, the whole which is permanently given, as permanently 
as are human beings, the whole which is held together and constituted 
by the vault of heaven, and comprising heaven and earth and every- 
thing that is within heaven and on earth and between heaven and earth. 
All human thought, even all thought human or divine, which is meant 
to be understood by human beings, willy-nilly begins with this whole, 
the permanently given whole which we all know and which men 
always know. The Bible begins with an articulation of the permanently 
given whole; this is one articulation of the permanently given whole 
among many such articulations. Let us see whether we can understand 
that biblical articulation of the given whole. 

The Bible begins at the beginning. It says something about the 
beginning. Who says that in the beginning God created heaven and 


















