What is Orientation in Thinking — and in Life?
Or: Why is Rosenzweig relevant today?
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An interesting fragment, probably written by Emmanuel Levinas (1906-1995) in 1954 yet published only
recently,' evinces a leading preoccupation with the question of orientation: what makes orientation possible?
Life, Levinas wrote, is oriented from the very beginning, and the question of meaning arises when this
orientation is lost. This is not merely a logical, or, for that matter, empirical question, nor is it a purely historical
one, even if it does have a historical dimension. From where do we get our first orientation, and how do we find
it again, once it has been lost?

Levinas turned to Franz Rosenzweig in order to elaborate a philosophical answer to his question. It is
also in order to find an answer to a question quite similar to Levinas’ that in our days so many of our
contemporaries turn to Rosenzweig and particularly to the Star of Redemption,” a work that is driven, from start
to finish, by the search for a polar star, an orientation point. The many answers commonly given today to the
question of orientation, be they historical or political, do not appear satisfactory any more. Rosenzweig, too, was
dissatisfied by the answers that were available to him. What he judged to be particularly disheartening was the
attitude of his fellow historians—and indeed, one should not forget that he was a historian by training. He also
believed that his judgment had been fully confirmed by the collapse of Germany after World War 1. So he
looked for another level of inquiry and another kind of answer, one whose aim would not only be to satisfy
intellectual needs, but also to regenerate man as a whole. “Understanding the Sick and the Healthy,” the essay he
wrote in 1921, is driven by this question, as is the Star, which was published for the first time in the same year,
and which ends with the famous words: “Into life.”

More than a century before the publication of the Star, in the years 1801/02, the German philosopher
G.W.F. Hegel drafted an Introduction to philosophy in which he insisted that “the true need of philosophy arises
from nothing else but this: to learn from it and through it how to live.”™ Rosenzweig, who had written his PhD
thesis on Hegel’s conception of the state,” always remained indebted to Hegel and to his political philosophy,
which also contains a full-fledged philosophy of history. The twofold historical path that Rosenzweig sketched
in the third part of the Star—one for the eternal people, another one for the “peoples of the world”—was framed
in Hegelian terms, but it deliberately parted from Hegel’s own philosophy of history by being explicitly
eschatological in nature. His eschatological reading was taken over by influential interpreters and readers, for
example by Karl Lowith,® and used mainly to criticize the philosophy of history as a whole, as a discipline. But
Levinas used it differently: already in the Preface to Totality and Infinity, he endeavored to rehabilitate the
“extraordinary phenomenon of prophetic eschatology.” The eschatological promise of the Star of Redemption
accounts for much of the interest in Rosenzweig in our days. It is still very powerful, and indeed it deserves to be
taken into consideration.”

But it was Schelling, not Hegel, who Rosenzweig deemed his true philosophical source of inspiration.
Had Schelling completed his Ages of the World fragments, Rosenzweig once wrote in a letter, there would have
been no need for him to compose the Star... So he wanted to finish what had been left unaccomplished.
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Specifically, Rosenzweig wanted to take further Schelling’s meditation on time: no orientation in time is
possible as long as one remains caught in a mythical past, where the past and the present are not distinguished
from each other. Introducing such a distinction had been one of Schelling’s aims in the Ages of the World. To
this end, Schelling had turned to the story of Creation in Genesis I, and Rosenzweig followed suit. Schelling’s
interest in Kabbalistic sources, which is evident in the Ages of the World, also opened up new, fascinating
perspectives to Rosenzweig. The questions Rosenzweig asked still fascinate today.

Soon after completing the Star, Rosenzweig was affected by a severe degenerative disease that led to
his demise, after several years of enduring an increasingly disabling illness. During these years, he devoted
himself to studying the manifold Jewish sources of learning—not just Kabbala, but also other, classical sources:
the Bible, the Midrash, and Talmud. We cannot know exactly how his thought would have evolved, had he lived
longer. But there is little question that the main thrust of his activity would have been oriented towards
furthering Jewish education. It is with good reasons that his insistent call of latter years for studying Jewish
sources, and also for educating new generations according to their guidelines, frequently serves today as a
model. At times, however, Rosenzweig’s works have been used in a manner that goes against his intentions.
Because the young Franz Rosenzweig was raised in a family of thoroughly assimilated Jews and had come very
close to conversion—only to reverse the move and return to Judaism—he is put forward as a kind of icon for
“dissimilation”: a word he himself had coined, in comparison with and in opposition to “assimilation.””
Rosenzweig would not have welcomed “dissimilationist,” ghetto-like forms of Jewish life, of the kind we
witness today in many countries—would he have insisted, up to the last weeks of his life, upon translating the
Pentateuch into German,'® had he not been convinced of the importance of that language, and with it of German
culture? He always remained intensely aware of the huge debt he owed to German culture, knowing that without
it—without German idealism and without German philosophy as a whole, he would have achieved very little.
For us to appreciate the present relevance of the new life-orientation that he impressed upon his contemporaries,
it is imperative to keep this background in mind—and to think of Kant’s urgent plea at the end of his famous
pamphlet “What is Orientation in Thinking” (1786): “not to contest reason in what it makes the highest good on
earth, namely, the privilege of being the ultimate touchstone of truth.” !
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