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Fear of God at the Nexus of Divine and Human Kingship II

From Fear to Liberation

1. Benedict Spinoza, The Theological-Political Tractate (1670), Preface
If men were always able to regulate their affairs with sure judgment, or if fortune always smiled
upon them, they would not get caught up in any superstition. But since people are often
reduced to such desperate straits that they cannot arrive at any solid judgment and as the
good things of fortune for which they have a boundless desire are quite uncertain, they
fluctuate wretchedly between hope and fear. This is why most people are quite ready to
believe anything. When the mind is in a state of doubt, the slightest impulse can easily steer it in
any direction, and all the more readily when it is hovering between hope and fear, though it
may be confident, pompous and proud enough at other times…
[We] see at once that it is especially those who have a boundless desire for things that are
uncertain who are the most prone to superstition of every kind and especially that all humans
when they find themselves in danger and are unable to support themselves implore divine
assistance with pleas and womanish tears. They swear that reason is blind and human wisdom
fruitless because it cannot show them a sure way of acquiring the empty things they want. On
the other hand, they believe that the delirious wanderings of the imagination, dreams and all
sorts of childish nonsense are divine replies, that God is adverse to the wise and that rather than
inscribe his laws in the mind, he writes them in the intestines of animals, and that fools,
madmen and birds reveal them by divine inspiration and impulse. It is dread that makes men
so irrational. Hence, fear is the root from which superstition is born, maintained and
nourished... people are swayed by credulity only so long as they are afraid; that all the things
they have ever worshiped under the influence of false religion are nothing but the fancies
and fantasies of despondent and fearful minds...
It may indeed be the highest secret of monarchical government and u�erly essential to it, to
keep men deceived, and to disguise the fear that sways them with the specious name of
religion, so that they will fight for their servitude as if they were fighting for their own
deliverance, and will not think it humiliating but supremely glorious to spill their blood and
sacrifice their lives for the glorification of a single man. But in a free republic, on the other
hand, nothing that can be devised or a�empted will be less successful. For it is completely
contrary to the common liberty to shackle the free judgment of the individual with
prejudices or constraints of any kind... I conclude that everyone should be allowed the liberty
of their own judgment and authority to interpret the fundamentals of faith according to their
own minds; and that the piety or impiety of each person’s faith should be judged by their works



alone. In this way everyone will be able to obey God in a spirit of sincerity and freedom, and
only justice and charity will be esteemed by everyone...

2. Benedict Spinoza, The Theological-Political Tractate (1670), Ch. 16
If we also reflect that without mutual help, and the cultivation of reason, human beings
necessarily live in great misery... we shall realize very clearly that it was necessary for people
to combine together in order to live in security and prosperity. Accordingly, they had to
ensure that they would collectively have the right to all things that each individual had from
nature and that this right would no longer be determined by the force and appetite of each
individual but by the power and will of all of them together. They would, however, have had no
hope of achieving this had they concerned themselves only to the promptings of desire for, by
the laws of appetite, everyone is drawn in different directions. Thus, they had to make a firm
decision, and reach agreement, to decide everything by the sole dictate of reason (which no one
dares contradict openly for fear of appearing perfectly mindless). They had to curb their
appetites so far as their desires suggested things which would hurt someone else, and refrain
from doing anything to anyone they did not want done to themselves. Finally, they were
obliged to defend other people’s rights as their own...
We conclude from this that any agreement can have force only if it is in our interest, and when it
is not in our interest, the agreement fails and remains void. For this reason, we also conclude
that it is foolish to call for someone else to keep faith with oneself, in perpetuity, if at the
same time one does not try to ensure that violating the agreement will result in greater loss
than gain for the violator. This principle should play the most important role in the
formation of a state... it is far from being the case that everyone can easily be led by the sole
guidance of reason. For everyone is guided by their own pleasure, and the mind is very often so
preoccupied with greed, glory, jealousy, anger, etc., that there is no room for reason.
Accordingly, even if people promise and agree to keep faith by offering sure signs of sincerity,
no one can be certain of another person’s good faith, unless something is added to the promise...
that the sovereign right over all men belongs to him who has sovereign power, wherewith he
can compel men by force, or restrain them by threats of the universally feared punishment of
death; such sovereign right he will retain only so long as he can maintain his power of enforcing
his will; otherwise he will to�er on his throne, and no one who is stronger than he will be bound
unwillingly to obey him...
A body politic of this kind is called a Democracy, which may be defined as a society which
wields all its power as a whole. The sovereign power is not restrained by any laws, but
everyone is bound to obey it in all things; such is the state of things implied when men either
tacitly or expressly handed over to it all their power of self-defence, or in other words, all their
right... therefore, having acted (as we have shown) as reason and necessity demanded, they are
obliged to fulfil the commands of the sovereign power, however absurd these may be, else they
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will be public enemies, and will act against reason, which urges the preservation of the state as a
primary duty. For reason bids us choose the least of two evils...
In addition, there is [the democratic state’s] foundation and purpose which is precisely, as we
have also shown, to avoid the follies of appetite and as much as possible to bring men within
the limits of reason, so that they may dwell in peace and harmony... anyone who is guided by
their own pleasure... and cannot see or do what is good for them, is him or herself very much a
slave. The only [genuinely] free person is one who lives with his entire mind guided solely by
reason... A slave is someone obliged to obey commands from a master which look only to the
advantage of the master; a child is one who at the command of a parent does what is
advantageous for himself; and a subject is one who does by command of the sovereign what is
useful for the community and consequently also for himself...

3. Jacques Lacan, The Seminar of Jacques Lacan: Book Ill, The Psychoses, 1955–56, trans.
Russell Grigg (Norton, 1993), 266–67

This famous fear of God completes the sleight of hand that transforms from one minute to the
next, all fears into perfect courage. All fears—I have no other fear—are exchanged for what is
called the fear of God, which, however constraining it may be, is the opposite of fear.

Yirat Hashem as a Force for Radicality

4. Shemot 1:15–17
בְּילֶַּדְכֶןוַיּאֹמֶרטזפּוּעָה׃הַשֵּׁניִתוְשֵׁםשִׁפְרָההָאַחַתשֵׁםאֲשֶׁרהָעִבְרִיּתֹלַמְילְַּדתֹמִצְרַיםִמֶלֶ�וַיּאֹמֶרטו

ָיזוָחָיָהִואוְאִם־בַּתאתֹוֹוַהֲמִתֶּןהוּאאִם־בֵּןעַל־הָאׇבְניָםִוּרְאִיתֶןאֶת־הָעִבְרִיּוֹת אֶת־הָאֱ�הִיםהַמְילְַּדתֹוַתִּירֶאן
וַתְּחַיּיֶןָ אֶת־הַילְָדִים׃וְ�א עָשׂוּ כַּאֲשֶׁר דִּבֶּר אֲלֵיהֶן מֶלֶ� מִצְרָיםִ

15 The king of Egypt spoke to the Hebrew midwives, one of whom was named Shiphrah and
the other Puah, 16 saying, “When you deliver the Hebrew women, look at the birthstool if it is a
boy, kill him; if it is a girl, let her live.” 17 The midwives, fearing God, did not do as the king
of Egypt had told them; they let the boys live.
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5. Devarim 1:15–18
וְשָׂרֵימֵאוֹתוְשָׂרֵיאֲלָפִיםשָׂרֵיעֲלֵיכֶםרָאשִׁיםאוֹתָםוָאֶתֵּןוִידֻעִיםחֲכָמִיםאֲנשִָׁיםשִׁבְטֵיכֶםאֶת־רָאשֵׁיוָאֶקַּחטו

וּשְׁפַטְתֶּםבֵּין־אֲחֵיכֶםשָׁמעַֹלֵאמרֹהַהִואבָּעֵתאֶת־שׁפְֹטֵיכֶםוָאֲצַוֶּהטזלְשִׁבְטֵיכֶם׃וְשׁטְֹרִיםעֲשָׂרתֹוְשָׂרֵיחֲמִשִּׁים
כִּימִפְּניֵ־אִישׁתָגוּרוּ�אתִּשְׁמָעוּןכַּגָּדלֹכַּקָּטןֹבַּמִּשְׁפָּטפָניִם�א־תַכִּירוּיזגֵּרוֹ׃וּבֵיןוּבֵין־אָחִיובֵּין־אִישׁצֶדֶק

אֵתהַהִואבָּעֵתאֶתְכֶםוָאֲצַוֶּהיחוּשְׁמַעְתִּיו׃אֵלַיתַּקְרִבוּןמִכֶּםיקְִשֶׁהאֲשֶׁרוְהַדָּבָרהוּאלֵא�הִיםהַמִּשְׁפָּט
כׇּל־הַדְּבָרִים אֲשֶׁר תַּעֲשׂוּן׃

15 So I took your tribal leaders, wise and experienced men, and appointed them heads over you:
chiefs of thousands, chiefs of hundreds, chiefs of fifties, and chiefs of tens, and officials for your
tribes. 16 I charged your magistrates at that time as follows, “Hear out your fellow men, and
decide justly between any man and a fellow Israelite or a stranger. 17 You shall not be partial in
judgment: hear out low and high alike. Fear no man, for judgment is God’s. And any ma�er
that is too difficult for you, you shall bring to me and I will hear it.” 18 Thus I instructed you, at
that time, about the various things that you should do.

6. Bereshit 20:8–14
טמְאדֹ׃הָאֲנשִָׁיםוַיּיִרְאוּבְּאׇזנְיֵהֶםהָאֵלֶּהאֶת־כׇּל־הַדְּבָרִיםוַידְַבֵּרלְכׇל־עֲבָדָיווַיּקְִרָאבַּבּקֶֹראֲבִימֶלֶ�וַיּשְַׁכֵּםח

גדְלָֹהחֲטָאָהוְעַל־מַמְלַכְתִּיעָלַיכִּי־הֵבֵאתָלָ�וּמֶה־חָטָאתִילָּנוּמֶה־עָשִׂיתָלוֹוַיּאֹמֶרלְאַבְרָהָםאֲבִימֶלֶ�וַיּקְִרָא
וַיּאֹמֶריאהַזּהֶ׃אֶת־הַדָּבָרעָשִׂיתָכִּירָאִיתָמָהאֶל־אַבְרָהָםאֲבִימֶלֶ�וַיּאֹמֶריעִמָּדִי׃עָשִׂיתָ�א־יעֵָשׂואֲשֶׁרמַעֲשִׂים
בַת־אָבִיאֲחתִֹיוְגםַ־אׇמְנהָיבאִשְׁתִּי׃עַל־דְּבַרוַהֲרָגוּניִהַזּהֶבַּמָּקוֹםאֱ�הִיםאֵין־ירְִאַתרַקאָמַרְתִּיכִּיאַבְרָהָם

תַּעֲשִׂיאֲשֶׁרחַסְדֵּ�זהֶלָהּוָאמַֹראָבִימִבֵּיתאֱ�הִיםאתִֹיהִתְעוּכַּאֲשֶׁרוַיהְִייגלְאִשָּׁה׃וַתְּהִי־לִיבַת־אִמִּי�אאַ�הִוא
וַיּתִֵּןוּשְׁפָחתֹוַעֲבָדִיםוּבָקָרצאֹןאֲבִימֶלֶ�וַיּקִַּחידהוּא׃אָחִיאִמְרִי־לִישָׁמָּהנבָוֹאאֲשֶׁרכׇּל־הַמָּקוֹםאֶלעִמָּדִי

לְאַבְרָהָם וַיּשֶָׁב לוֹ אֵת שָׂרָה אִשְׁתּוֹ׃
8 Early next morning, Abimelech called his servants and told them all that had happened; and
the men were greatly frightened. 9 Then Abimelech summoned Abraham and said to him,
“What have you done to us? What wrong have I done that you should bring so great a guilt
upon me and my kingdom? You have done to me things that ought not to be done.” 10 “What,
then,” Abimelech demanded of Abraham, “was your purpose in doing this thing?” 11 “I
thought,” said Abraham, “surely there is no fear of God in this place, and they will kill me
because of my wife. 12 And besides, she is in truth my sister, my father’s daughter though not
my mother’s; and she became my wife. 13 So when God made me wander from my father’s
house, I said to her, ‘Let this be the kindness that you shall do me: whatever place we come to,
say there of me: He is my brother.’” 14 Abimelech took sheep and oxen, and male and female
slaves, and gave them to Abraham; and he restored his wife Sarah to him.

4



7. Rabbein Bahya Ibn Paquda, Hovot Halevavot X:6
The second type of fear is awe inspired by His glory, exaltedness, and almighty power. This awe
never parts from a man for all the days of his life. It is the highest of the levels of the G-d
fearing, which are mentioned in the books which deal with this topic. It is the introductory path
to pure love, and the painful yearning.
Whoever reaches this level of fear of G-d, will not be frightened by anything nor fear
anything besides the Creator, as one of the pious would tell over on a G-d fearing man which
he found sleeping in the wilderness. He asked the man: "are you not afraid of lions, that you
sleep in a place like this?". The man answered: "I would be ashamed before G-d, if He saw
me afraid of other than Him".
Another sign is that in fulfilling G-d's will, it is equal in his eyes, if people praise him or scorn
him when, to please the Creator, he bids them on doing good or refraining from evil.
Another sign, that he is willing to give up his life, body, money, and children to do the will of
the Creator, as wri�en "For Your sake are we slain all the day long;" (Tehillim 44:23).

8. Ramak, Tomer Devorah, Ch. 9
הַנּכְִבָּדה'אֶתלְירְִאָהוְהִיאכֻלָּהּ,הָעֲבוֹדָהשַׁעַרמְאדֹ,חֲשׁוּבָהמִדָּההַמַּלְכוּתמִמִּדַּתעוֹדהשם:אתליראה

אוֹהַמִּיתָהמִןאוֹהַיּסִּוּרִיםמִןירֵָאהוּאאִםשֶׁהֲרֵיהַחִצוֹניִםבָּהּוּלְהִכָּנסֵלִפָּגםֵמְאדֹמְסֻכֶּנתֶהַיּרְִאָהוְהִנּהֵוְהַנּוֹרָא.
וְהוּאה'.אֶתלְירְִאָההָעִקָּרִיתהַיּרְִאָהאָמְנםָהַחִצוֹניִם,מִןאֵלּוּפְּעֻלּוֹתשֶׁכָּלהַחִצוֹניִם,ירְִאַתזוֹהֲרֵימִגֵּיהִנּםֹ,

שֶׁיּחְַשׁבֹ בִּשְׁ�שָׁה דְּבָרִים:
המִןהָאֵשׁ,מִןהָאַנּסָ,מִןהַדּבֹ,מִןהָאֲרִי,מִןירֵָאהָאָדָםוַהֲרֵינמְִצָאכָּלעַלהַכּלֹיוֹצֵרשֶׁלגְּדֻלָּתוֹלִהְיוֹת-הָאֶחָד
הֵיאַ�וְיאֹמַרמִגְּדֻלָּתוֹ,פָּניָועַלפַּחֲדוֹוְיהְִיהֶהַגָּדוֹלהַמֶּלֶ�מִןייִרָא�אוְלָמֶהקְטַנּיִם,שְׁלוּחִיםהֵםוְאֵלּוּמַפּלֶֹת,
�אזהֶמִפְּניֵעֶלְבּוֹן,סוֹבֵלהוּאבָּרוּ�הַקָּדוֹשׁוְאִלּוּיאֹכְלֵהוּ,דּבֹהָיהָאִלּוּוַהֲרֵיכָּזהֶרַבלְאָדוֹןהַנּבְִזהֶהָאָדָםיחֱֶטָא

ייִרָא מִפַּחֲדוֹ וּגדְֻלָּתוֹ.
וְהָאָדָםלְפָניָו,בִּהְיוֹתוֹתָמִידמֵרַבּוֹירֵָאהָעֶבֶדוַהֲרֵיבּוֹוּמַבִּיטצוֹפֶהשֶׁהוּאתָּמִידהַשְׁגָּחָתוֹידְַמֶּהכַּאֲשֶׁר-הַשֵּׁניִ

תָּמִיד לִפְניֵ הַבּוֹרֵא וְעֵינוֹ פְקוּחָה עַל כָּל דְּרָכָיו, ייִרָא וְיפְִחַד הֵיאַ� ירְִאֶנוּ מְבַטֵּל מִצְוֹתָיו....
Yirat Hashem: There is another very important trait from the trait of malchut which is the
gateway to all avodah, and that is to revere Hashem who is glorious and awe inspiring. Yirah
[fear, awe, reverence] is very much in danger of being harmed and adulterated by things
external to its true nature. If one fears from afflictions, from death or even from Gehinom know
that this is not true Yirah, since all of these are external to it. The essential yirah is to fear God
alone - and that is that one think about three things:
The first: That the greatness of the Creator of all is over all that exists. A person fears from a
lion, from a bear, from a violent person, from fire, from a falling building and yet they are minor
emissaries- why would one not fear from the great King, with reverential face before such
greatness? And one should say, "How can a contemptible person do wrong to such a great
Master? Is it that if Hashem were a bear one might be eaten, whereas the Holy One of Being
tolerates the insult, so that one does not revere Hashem's awe and greatness?"
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The second: When one envisions Hashem's constant supervision and how Hashem watches and
observes everything. A servant always fears a present master. Yet a person is always in front of
the Creator, whose eye is open upon everything one does! One should have reverence and fear
when one considers how Hashem can see one beli�le the mi�vot...

9. Shulhan Arukh, Orah Hayyim §1:1, Rema’s Gloss
ישיבתאיןכיהאלהיםלפניהולכיםאשרהצדיקיםובמעלותבתורהגדולכללהואתמידלנגדיה'שויתיהגה

והרחבתדבורוולאגדולמלךלפניוהואועסקיוותנועותיוכישיבתובביתולבדווהואועסקיוותנועותיוהאדם
הגדולשהמלךלבואלהאדםכשישיםכ"שהמלךבמושבכדבורווקרוביוביתואנשיעםוהואכרצונופיו

לאואניבמסתריםאישיסתראםשנאמרכמובמעשיוורואהעליועומדכבודוהארץכלמלאאשרהקב"ה
ולאכ"ב)פ'ח"גנבוכים(מורהתמידממנוובושתוהש"יבפחדוההכנעההירא'אליויגיעמידה'נאוםאראנו

הואמילפניידעמשכבועלובשכבולכתבהצנעגםהש"יבעבודתעליוהמלעיגיםאדםבנימפנייתבייש
שוכב ומיד כשיעור משנתו יקום בזריזות לעבודת בוראו יתברך ויתעלה (טור):

Rem"a: "I have set the Lord before me constantly" (Psalms 16:8); this is a major principle in the
Torah and amongst the virtues of the righteous who walk before God. For a person's way of
si�ing, his movements and his dealings while he is alone in his house are not like his way of
si�ing, his movements and his dealings when he is before a great king; nor are his speech and
free expression as much as he wants when he is with his household members and his relatives
like his speech when in a royal audience. All the more so when one takes to heart that the Great
King, the Holy One, Blessed Is He, Whose glory fills the earth, is standing over him and
watching his actions, as it is stated: "'Will a man hide in concealment and I will not see him?' -
the word of God" (Jeremiah 23:24), he immediately acquires fear and submission in dread of
God, May He Be Blessed, and is ashamed of Him constantly (Guide for the Perplexed III 52).
And one should not be ashamed because of people who mock him in his service of God, and
should also go modestly. And when he lies on his bed he should know before Whom he lies,
and as soon as he wakes up from sleep he should rise eagerly to the service of his Creator, May
He Be Blessed and Exalted (Tur).
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