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On Zion ism and the Concept of Deferral
A D A M  Y.  S T E R N

abstract   This arti cle offers a set of con cep tual reflec tions on the pol i tics of defer ral. Beginning with 
an exam i na tion of this idea in ana ly ses of colo nial ism, human rights, and lib er al ism, the arti cle turns 
to Gershom Scholem’s well-known oppo si tion between Jew ish mes si a nism (“life lived in defer ral”) and 
Zion ism (con crete polit i cal action). The arti cle trou bles this dis tinc tion by trac ing the con cept of defer ral 
back into Scholem’s ear li est writ ings on mes si a nism and by show ing the term’s gene a log i cal reli ance on 
the theo log i cal-polit i cal vocab u lary of sov er eignty. Against this crit i cal back ground, the arti cle returns to 
the pres ent, in order to reframe Scholem’s dis tinc tion and to sug gest that, far from negat ing mes si anic 
defer ral, Zion ism and Israeli colo nial rule cap ture and rede ploy its logic as a sec u lar modal ity of power. 
The arti cle con cludes by inscribing this sec u lar, polit i cal the ol ogy of Zion ism within a Chris tian his tory of 
defer ral, mes si a nism, and empire.
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What we are talking about here is the hardest prob lem: under stand ing the dif  culty of 
unlearning attach ments to regimes of injus tice. Justice itself is a tech nol ogy of defer ral or 
patience that keeps peo ple engrossed polit i cally, when they are, in the ongo ing drama of 
opti mism and dis ap point ment.
—Lauren Berlant, Cruel Optimism

Yet jus tice, how ever, unpresentable it remains, does not wait. It is that which must not 
wait. To be direct, sim ple and brief, let us say this: a just deci sion is always required 
imme di ately, right away, as quickly as pos si ble.
—Jacques Derrida, “Force of Law”

How many armies will occupy time?
—Mahmoud Darwish, “Take Care of the Stags, Father”
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A nat u ral point of depar ture for con tem plat ing the con cept of defer ral could be 
the prominent posi tion the term holds within the texts of the psy cho an a lytic and 
decon struc tive can ons. From the “real ity prin ci ple” to différance (and back again), 
the move ment between Freud and Derrida marks the obvi ous begin ning for any 
study concerned with the prob lem of defer ral (Aufschub).1 In this essay, how ever, 
I post pone fur ther explo ra tion of these clas si cal texts, in order to pur sue a more 
sustained reflec tion on the het ero ge neous ele ments of another, still-uncatalogued 
archive: the eclec tic set of attempts to account for defer ral as a tech nol ogy of polit-
i cal rule and mode of governmentality.2 Take as a pre lim i nary guide to this mis-
cel la neous assem blage Lauren Berlant’s inquiry into the “cruel opti mism” of post-
Fordist moder nity. Under cur rent eco nomic con di tions, Berlant sug ests, the very 
prom ise of futu rity coin cides “with the dread of an eter nal pres ent”: the impasse of 
sur viv ing, scav eng ing, and stay ing afloat amid the every day ruins of neo lib eral life.3 
Related sen ti ments sur face across a range of prox i mate con texts. These might be 
the “struc tural defer ral of rep a ra tions for slav ery,” the “polit i cal defer ral” of “inter-
na tional devel op ment pro grams and ref u gee camps,” or the tran si tional dis course 
of human rights.4 On this last point, Robert Meister has argued that human i tar ian 
pro jects operate “through an indef  nite defer ral of jus tice”: a coun ter rev o lu tion ary 
time of post pone ment that legit i mizes the pres ent by insisting “now is never the 
time” for an equi ta ble future to arrive.5

In a par al lel con tri bu tion to this tacit exchange, Ann Laura Stoler steers 
the inquiry into the “tem po ral dimen sion” of colo nial ism’s foun da tional appa-
ra tuses.6 She points to the “states of post pone ment and defer ral,” which have tra di-
tion ally endorsed “prom is sory notes for sov er eignty, auton omy, and ser vices that 
are issued, suspended, con ferred, or curtailed, and reissued again.”7 Exemplary 
moments come from the paradoxes of Jew ish eman ci pa tion in Europe (“exit visas 
and entry tick ets”) as well as the eva sive assim i la tory pol i cies of French impe ri al-
ism in Algeria (mis sion civilisatrice).8 As Geraldine Heng observes, colo nial gov er-
nance often made “per pet ual defer ment” the under ly ing prem ise of its polit i cal 
form.9 By con tin u ally responding with a “not-yet,” Euro pean pow ers avowed the 
task of bring ing their sub jects to “civilizational matu rity” and “equal ity” while plac-
ing that “vaunted pos si bil ity on an ever-reced ing hori zon.”10 The dynamic also tra-
verses the pol i tics of colo nial Palestine.11 Jasbir Puar has called it “prehensive time” 
and described how pre dic tions about pos si ble futures to the Israeli-Arab  con flict 
help to jus tify “the cur rent sta tus quo” and make it impos si ble to “get out of the 
pres ent.”12 Adi Ophir and Ariella Azoulay sim i larly observe that Israeli colo nial rule 
operates through the “sus pen sions and defer ments” of two imag ined ends to the 
existing order of things: anni hi la tion (total war, eth nic cleans ing, geno cide) or cit-
i zen ship (legal equal ity, binationalism, democ racy).13 Insofar as the Israeli state 
seeks to avoid these “per ma nent solu tions,” it main tains its apart heid regime in an 
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appar ently pro vi sional con di tion: defer ring the apoc a lyp tic future by man ag ing its 
Palestinian sub jects “at the thresh old of catas tro phe.”14

The image of the apoc a lypse yields another pos si ble sub mis sion to this doc u-
men tary cache of polit i cal defer rals; namely, the theo log i cal sig na ture that under-
writes them. Freud sug ests as much by linking the defer rals of the real ity prin ci-
ple to the realm of “reli gious myth”: “The doc trine of reward in the after-life for 
the—vol un tary or enforced—renun ci a tion of earthly plea sures is noth ing other 
than a myth i cal pro jec tion of this rev o lu tion in the mind.”15 Meister specifes the 
asso ci a tion when he def nes sec u lar his tory as the tran si tional time “between two 
mes si anic moments”: res ur rec tion and return.16 It is a notion that Jacob Taubes 
observes in the hes i ta tions of Chris tian escha tol ogy: the church’s com mit ment to 
the defer ral and delay (Aufschub) of mes si anic redemp tion for the sake of its own 
insti tu tional endur ance.17 Scholars like Massimo Cacciari have fur ther traced the 
idea back to the New Testament, where St. Paul speaks in pass ing about a mys te ri-
ous force (ho katechon) that “con tains-defers-with holds” the apoc a lypse.18 Giorgio 
Agamben explains (in polem i cal ref er ence to Derrida, no less) that the bib li cal par-
a digm “ini ti ates a time in which noth ing can truly hap pen because the mean ing of 
any his tor i cal pro gres sion—whose only mean ing is to be had in the eschaton—is 
inf nitely deferred.”19

This leads me to the last of my intro duc tory remarks, which is the echo of 
these man i fold for ma tions of defer ral in the polit i cal the ol ogy of Zion ism: a tra-
di tion within which an essen tial con nec tion between mes si a nism and colo nial ism 
has devel oped and con tin ues to exist.20 Although my dis cus sion will not con cern 
itself with enu mer at ing the many epi sodes that attest to this “never-relinquished 
bond,” it will pro ceed to offer a read ing of one of its most prominent the o rists. I 
refer here to the thinker who famously defned the his tory of Jew ish mes si a nism as 
“a life lived in defer ment.”21 In other words: Gershom Scholem.22 I devote the remain-
der of this essay to an exam i na tion of his words and an assess ment of their sig nif-
i cance for an under stand ing of the mes si anic idea in Zion ism.23 The endeavor will 
be my attempt to gather, arrange, and cat a log a few of the scattered fles that might 
oth er wise con sti tute an archive of defer ral.

Thirteen Principles
Those who have spent time with Scholem’s writ ings on these mat ters know that his 
eval u a tions of mes si anic defer ral stand in uncer tain prox im ity to his assess ments 
of Zion ist think ing. But no anal y sis of this dynamic—or the “spe cial ten sions” it 
ani ma tes—can pro ceed with out a broader per spec tive on the por trait of Jew ish 
mes si a nism that he pro vi des in his major essay on the topic from 1959, “Toward an 
Understanding of the Messianic Idea in Juda ism” (MIE, 2).24 I offer the fol low ing 
thir teen prin ci ples as a pre lim i nary index of Scholem’s argu ment.
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 1. Although Scholem announces that his chief inter est lies with “inter nally Jew ish 
per spec tives on Messianism,” he begins the essay by insisting on the impos si bil-
ity of sep a rat ing his inves ti ga tion from the polem i cal leg acy of the Jew ish-
Chris tian debate (MIE, 1). On the one hand, this means rec og niz ing the the matic 
disparities between the two tra di tions of mes si anic thought. While Juda ism 
imag ines redemp tion as a pub lic event that occurs within the world and on the 
“stage of his tory,” Chris tian ity views redemp tion as a pri vate event or indi vid ual 
trans for ma tion that takes place in “the spir i tual and unseen realm” (MIE, 1). On 
the other hand, Scholem also sug ests that there are his tor i cal (and not merely 
com par a tive) rea sons for con sid er ing the oppo si tion. This includes the dis tor-
tions that Chris tian supersessionism has intro duced into schol ar ship on Jew ish 
mes si a nism: either by expung ing the mes si anic ele ments of post-Chris tian 
Jew ish his tory or by for get ting the Jew ish sources of Chris tian mes si anic 
activ ism (MIE, 8). Scholem also rec ol lects the anti-Chris tian ele ments that have 
fre quently arisen as part of Jew ish mes si anic spec u la tion. He notes the old image 
of the Messiah who lives hid den among the down trod den out side the city ruled 
by the Vicar of Christ: “This sym bolic antith e sis between the true Messiah sit ting 
at the gates of Rome and the head of Chris ten dom, who reigns there, 
accompanies Jew ish Messianic thought through the cen tu ries” (MIE, 12).

 2. When Scholem does arrive at his anal y sis of Jew ish mes si a nism, he intro duces a 
three fold inter pre tive frame work: con ser va tive, restor ative, and uto pian (MIE, 
3). The frst describes the forces within Jew ish tra di tion that seek to uphold and 
pre serve the prac tices and texts that have given form to life in exile; the sec ond 
refers to the forces that pro mote a nos tal gic return to “an orig i nal state of 
things,” a mes si anic hope directed back ward toward a purer, imag ined ideal of 
the past; the third cap tures the for ward-looking forces of Jew ish mes si anic 
yearn ing. Instead of imag in ing the res to ra tion of a pri me val order, they point 
toward the future pos si bil ity of a world that has never existed.

 3. Scholem nar rates the story of these overlapping ten den cies with an ini tial look 
toward the apoc a lyp ti cism of the bib li cal proph ets. Their dire mes sages, he says, 
reflect sit u a tions of con crete despair and suff er ing, in which the pros pect of a 
fnal “End” takes on the cast of an immi nent inter rup tion “about to break in 
abruptly at any moment” (MIE, 5).

 4. Apocalypticism is more than a belief in the com ing redemp tion. It is the “acute 
antic i pa tion of the mes si anic event intrud ing into his tory” (MIE, 4).

 5. In this sense, too, the End comes not only to the peo ple of Israel but to the world 
as a whole: a cos mic divi sion between the old and the new that sum mons the 
rewards and pun ish ments of a Last Judgment (MIE, 6–8).

 6. The power that breaks in upon his tory her alds the com ing of a new eon through 
the ruin and destruc tion of the existing world. About this ter ror, Scholem writes: 
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“Jew ish Messianism is in its ori gins and by its nature—this can not be suf  ciently 
empha sized—a the ory of catas tro phe” (MIE, 7).

 7. This sen tence identifes the “really non-tran si tional char ac ter” of mes si anic 
apoc a lyp ti cism. Such visions of the End stress “the rev o lu tion ary, cat a clys mic 
ele ment” of the trans for ma tion that leads from the “his tor i cal pres ent to the 
Messianic future” (MIE, 7).

 8. The “the ory of catas tro phe” leads Scholem to a set of gen eral con clu sions about 
the con cept of his tory for mu lated in Jew ish mes si anic thought. “The par a dox i cal 
nature of this con cep tion,” he says, “exists in the fact that the redemp tion which 
is born here is in no causal sense a result of pre vi ous his tory” (MIE, 10). An 
essen tial “lack of tran si tion” for bids the mes si anic age from being under stood as 
the cul mi na tion of “prog ress in his tory” or as the “prod uct of imma nent 
devel op ments” made pos si ble through human effort: “In fact there can be no 
prep a ra tion for the Messiah. He comes sud denly, unan nounced, and pre cisely 
when he is least expected or when hope has long been aban doned” (MIE, 10–11). 
Scholem con cludes that mes si a nism is “nowhere made depen dent upon human 
activ ity,” because “every thing is here attrib uted to God and it is just this that 
lends a spe cial char ac ter to the con tra dic tion between what is and what shall be” 
(MIE, 14). Messianism is a phe nom e non of tran scen dence that inter venes in the 
nor mal course of his tory and brings it to destruc tion.

 9. In two brief asides, Scholem under scores the ambig u ous link between the 
mes si anic con cept of his tory and the con cept of his tory adopted “since the 
Enlightenment” (MIE, 10). Against the mes si anic belief in an abso lute “lack of 
rela tion between human his tory and the redemp tion,” the Enlightenment 
com mit ted itself to the “idea of eter nal prog ress and infnite task of human ity 
perfecting itself ” (MIE, 15, 26). But the strict dis agree ment, so Scholem argues, 
should not dis guise the trans for ma tions that tie mod ern uto pian prog ress to “an 
ever advanc ing sec u lar i za tion” and rein ter pre ta tion of mes si anic escha tol ogy 
(MIE, 26).25

 10. At the cen ter of Scholem’s study of mes si a nism is also the prob lem of law.26 The 
uto pian hori zon of apoc a lyp tic think ing, with its destruc tion of the old and its 
estab lish ment of the new, brings with it a nec es sar ily “anar chic ele ment” (MIE, 
21). Scholem will explain the cre a tive ways that authors within the tra di tion 
confronted the threat posed by mes si anic abro ga tion. But in all  cases “the total 
nov elty for which uto pi an ism hopes enters thus into a momen tous ten sion with 
the world of bonds and laws which is the world of Halakhah” (MIE, 19).

 11. The great coun ter ex am ple to the anar chic pow ers of Jew ish mes si a nism appears 
in the “anti-apoc a lyp tic restric tions” of Maimonides (MIE, 27). Scholem cites a 
lengthy pas sage from his twelfth-cen tury code of laws, which includes the 
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fol low ing dec la ra tion: “It is the case in these mat ters that the stat utes of our 
Torah are valid for ever and eter nally. Nothing can be added to them or taken 
away from them” (MIE, 28). If Maimonides does not com pletely dis miss the 
“cat a strophic char ac ter” of bib li cal apoc a lyp ti cism, he does mar gin al ize its 
“dra matic ele ment” by turn ing his atten tion to the inter mi na ble and irrev o ca ble 
author ity of the law (MIE, 32). According to Maimonides, the com ing of the 
mes si anic age entails no fun da men tal change to the legal, nat u ral, or moral 
orders. Any proph e cies of destruc tion remain “sealed enig mas which will be 
disclosed only in the events them selves and which allow of no antic i pa tion” 
(MIE, 32).

 12. At the pen ul ti mate moment of his essay, Scholem decides to reflect on the 
advan tages and dis ad van tages of the mes si anic idea in Juda ism. The “price 
demanded by mes si a nism,” he writes, “cor re sponds to the end less pow er less ness 
of Jew ish his tory dur ing all  the cen tu ries of exile, when it was unpre pared to 
come for ward onto the plane of world his tory” (MIE, 35). In its attempts to 
tran scend the pres ent world for another, mes si a nism fails to pro duce any 
sub stan tial effect in the pres ent: a power inca pa ble of real i za tion. When Scholem 
says that mes si a nism rep re sents a life lived in defer ment—Leben im Aufschub—
he means that there is “some thing pre lim i nary, some thing pro vi sional about 
Jew ish his tory” (MIE, 35/MIG, 238).27 Messianism cre ates hope with out the 
pos si bil ity of exis ten tial ful fll ment.

 13. It is here that Scholem inserts his ambiv a lent com men tary on Zion ism.28 Unlike 
the weak ness of mes si anic think ing, the Zion ist idea pro claims a “read i ness for 
irrev o ca ble action in the con crete realm” (MIE, 35). Scholem adds that this 
sub sti tu tion of “his tory” for “meta-his tory” is a response to the “hor ror and 
destruc tion” of recent Jew ish expe ri ence (MIE, 36). Zion ism’s appar ently sober 
reac tion to cat a strophic vio lence reflects its human drive to achieve some thing in 
the world. This exis ten tial turn, how ever, also sparks Scholem’s fears about the 
mes si anic “over tones” that come with the “uto pian return to Zion” (MIE, 35). His 
con clud ing unease is that Zion ism will be unable to con tain the apoc a lyp tic 
forces it con jures up and that stand ready to explode.29

On Deferral and the Concept of Justice
A frst read ing of Scholem’s essay leaves one with the impres sion that Zion ism 
poses a chal lenge to the pro vi sional nature of Jew ish his tory. Whatever his anx i-
eties about its poten tial for apoc a lyp tic self-destruc tion, Scholem seems to have 
no trou ble endors ing the Zion ist return to his tory: its worldly ef cacy, its nega tion 
of exile, and its refusal of a life lived in defer ment.30 That mat ters might be more 
com pli cated is a pos si bil ity cap tured by the word Scholem inscribes at the cen ter 
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of his argu ment: Aufschub. His oth er wise unmarked use of the con cept encrypts the 
impor tance that it held for him in his ear li est writ ings on mes si a nism. In a diary 
entry from 1918, Scholem calls it “one of the cen tral eth i cal ideas” of the mes si anic 
tra di tion in Juda ism.31 The “idea of defer ral,” he explains, out lines mes si a nism’s 
dis tinc tive notion of his tor i cal time.32 Just as the world of myth always depends 
upon the cer tainty and inev i ta ble ful fll ment of fate, mes si a nism intro duces a path 
toward fate’s sus pen sion and pos si ble elim i na tion. It is this undo ing of myth i cal 
his tory that Scholem identifes as mes si a nism’s great con tri bu tion to the prob lem 
of eth ics.

His most sustained atten tion to the ques tion occurs in the short essay “On 
Jonah and the Concept of Justice” (1919), which remained unpub lished in his life-
time.33 The text reflects his for ma tive dia logue with Walter Ben ja min on a range of 
theo log i cal-polit i cal issues, includ ing law, vio lence, and proph ecy.34 The title itself 
refers to the bib li cal book of Jonah, in which God calls on one man, Jonah the son 
of Amittai, to deliver a mes sage to the peo ple of Nineveh.35 Jonah rejects the call 
and flees to the city of Tarshish. But a series of tumul tu ous events even tu ally brings 
him back under God’s com mand. This time Jonah accepts the order and informs 
the inhab i tants of Nineveh that in forty days the city will be overturned. The proph-
ecy imme di ately pro vokes the peo ple to change their ways and mourn their past 
actions so that, in the end, God reverses the deci sion to destroy the city and repents 
“of the evil, which He said he would do unto them.”36 Jonah reacts angrily to God’s 
nul li f ca tion of his pre dic tion: “I pray Thee, O LORD, was not this my say ing, when 
I was yet in mine own coun try? Therefore I fled before hand unto Tarshish; for I 
knew that Thou art a gra cious God, and com pas sion ate, long-suff er ing, and abun-
dant in mercy, and repentest Thee of the evil.”37 The book con cludes with God 
attempting to quell Jonah’s rage by teach ing him a les son in the value of mercy.38 
God asks, “Should not I have pity on Nineveh, that great city, wherein are more 
than sixscore thou sand per sons that can not dis cern between their right hand and 
their left hand, and also much cat tle?”39 Jonah says noth ing. The ques tion lin gers. 
And the book ends in silence.40

For Scholem, the short story is a clas si cal state ment on divine jus tice. God pro-
nounces a judg ment (Urteil) on the peo ple of Nineveh but stops short of its exe-
cu tion (Vollstreckung). He writes, “This, and noth ing else, is the mean ing of jus tice 
(Gerechtigkeit) in the deepest sense: that judg ment is allowed, but the exe cu tion of 
it remains some thing entirely diff er ent” (OJ, 357/ÜJ, 526). The whole of Scholem’s 
com men tary will rest on the legal dis tinc tion that he draws between Urteil and Voll-
streckung, judg ment and exe cu tion. His argu ment is that divine jus tice lies in the 
abys sal space between these two acts: the dis tance that ensures the sep a ra tion and 
non co in ci dence of the law and its appli ca tion.41 This also means that jus tice never 
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resides in “the unequiv o cal con nec tion of the judge’s deci sion to the exec u tive 
power” (357/526). What Jonah does not under stand, says Scholem, is that jus tice is 
not fate; it is nei ther the ful fll ment of the law nor its enforce ment. God’s mes sage 
is that jus tice destroys “the actual order of law” through the sov er eign defer ral, or 
Aufschub, of its exe cu tion (357/526).

The tex tual com men tary ends here. But Scholem quickly expands his focus 
by enu mer at ing a few gen eral the ses on the mean ing of jus tice in Juda ism. His 
frst states, “Justice is the idea of the his tor i cal anni hi la tion of divine judg ment” 
(357/527). The com ment hinges on another that def nes divine judg ment by way of 
its iden ti f ca tion with exe cu tion: the only form of judg ment that is already “its own 
exe cu tion” (358/527). When Scholem speaks about jus tice as the anni hi la tion of 
divine judg ment, he reit er ates in slightly mod i fed form his pre vi ous under stand-
ing of jus tice as defer ral. There is none the less one spe cifc nov elty in this for mu la-
tion, and that is its empha sis on the role of his tory. In and beyond the realm of law, 
jus tice becomes a ques tion of time: “that sphere in which the entrance of the Last 
Judgment is inf nitely deferred [aufgeschoben]” (357/527). Scholem’s unavoid able 
con clu sion is that jus tice is a mes si anic con cept, because “mes si anic is that realm 
which no Last Judgment fol lows” (357/527). Messianism is another name for the 
his tor i cal time of defer ral, the span that sep a rates judg ment from exe cu tion, and 
the inter mi na ble delay of any fated end. This, too, is its inti mate cohe sion with 
proph ecy. God teaches Jonah that the pro phetic demand for jus tice always cen ters 
on its pleas for an infnite neu tral i za tion of the Last Judgment.

In one addi tional and deci sive ges ture, Scholem fnds con fr ma tion for his 
argu ment in the words of Maimonides. He cites the fol low ing pas sage from his 
code of law: “The rea son for what the wise men call the world to come is not that 
this com ing world is not already pres ent, and that only after the demise of this 
world the other one would come. This is not how things are; rather, that world is 
con tin u ally pres ent” (359/529). Scholem uses the text as an oppor tu nity to con trast 
the diff er ent con cepts of his tor i cal jus tice in Juda ism and Chris tian ity. The “secret 
of Chris tian ity,” he says, is that it con ceives of jus tice as a “bor der con cept”: the lim-
i nal “antic i pa tion” of the Last Judgment as an “ever-approach  able reg u la tive ideal” 
(359/529). For Maimonides—whom Scholem reads as exem plary—Jew ish mes si a-
nism sets itself against this under stand ing in every way. Juda ism does noth ing to 
antic i pate or pre dict the com ing of jus tice in its futu rity but instead treats proph ecy 
“as the pre dic tion of the eter nal pres ent” (359/529). Scholem sum ma rizes, “Messi-
anic time as eter nal pres ent, and jus tice as some thing that is pres ent and sub stan-
tial, are cor re spond ing notions” (359/529). The mean ing of jus tice lies in mes si anic 
time because the con cept of defer ral already “con tains in itself the ground of dura-
tion, the being of jus tice” (357/527).
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A History of the Pardon
Forty tumul tu ous years sep a rate these reflec tions from Scholem’s mature writ-
ing on the mes si anic idea in Juda ism. But a few things are clear. First, there is the 
remark able con sis tency of per spec tive. This is nowhere more appar ent than in his 
def  ni tion of mes si a nism as a life lived in defer ral, Leben im Aufschub. The theo log i-
cal, legal, and polit i cal issues that Scholem had once delin eated by read ing the book 
of Jonah haunt his later syn op sis of mean ing in Jew ish his tory. These man i fest con-
ti nu i ties, though, should not dis tract from the sig nif  cant diff er ences between the 
two texts. Consider here not only the later Scholem’s com plete era sure of jus tice as 
a cen tral theme of Jew ish mes si a nism but also his trans for ma tion of defer ral from 
a theo log i cal-polit i cal and eth i cal par a digm to a sign of Jew ish his tory’s weak ness, 
pow er less ness, and sac ri fce. One could, in fact, won der what the young Scholem 
would have thought of the elder Scholem’s alter ations to his for mer under stand-
ing of mes si a nism (e.g., the relo ca tion of Maimonides from cen ter to periph ery, 
from norm to excep tion).42 A ret ro spec tive reread ing might even sug est that the 
real dan ger of Zion ism lies less in its apoc a lyp tic “over tones” than in its exchange 
of mes si anic defer ral for the real i za tion, or exe cu tion, of its polit i cal pro gram in 
Palestine. Does Zion ism put an end to Juda ism? Is its nega tion of defer ral also a 
nega tion of jus tice? And has its sub sti tu tion of an antic i pated future for an eter nal 
pres ent made it into another name for Chris tian myth mak ing?

The crit i cal temp ta tion might be to end here with a series of defn i tive answers 
to these ques tions: Zion ism is not Juda ism. Zion ism is injus tice. Zion ism is Chris-
tian mes si a nism. A jux ta po si tion of Scholem’s ear lier and later writ ings cer tainly 
opens up one ave nue for an imma nent cor rob o ra tion of such urgent claims. My 
only con cern is that these oth er wise unde ni able con clu sions would thus rest upon 
an uninterrogated accep tance of Scholem’s major the sis: jus tice is defer ral. If there 
is rea son to pur sue this equa tion fur ther, it is not only because of its poten tial res-
o nance with con tem po rary cri tiques of the “eter nal pres ent”; it is also because the 
major terms of Scholem’s text (Urteil, Vollstreckung, Aufschub) belong to an older 
theo log i cal-polit i cal gene al ogy. Scholem hints at this when he links the con cept 
of defer ral to the death pen alty. He takes his par tic u lar insight from “rab bin i-
cal Juda ism,” which, as he argues, adhered to “the idea of defer ral” by mak ing it 
nearly impos si ble for a judg ment of death to turn into its exe cu tion (OJ, 358/ÜJ, 
528). But his lan guage also brings with it stan dard ter mi nol ogy from nineteenth- 
cen tury Ger man juris pru dence. The clas si cist Theodor Mommsen once argued 
that the ancient Roman repub lic “did not rec og nize any stat u tory inter val between 
the legally-bind ing death sen tence and its exe cu tion [Vollstreckung],” its penal law 
know ing “nei ther a min i mal nor max i mal period [Frist] for the defer ral of the 
exe cu tion [Aufschub der Vollstreckung].”43 In his lec tures on aes thet ics, Hegel had 
already observed the prob lem in the con text of the mod ern state, which splits the 
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act of pun ish ment “into its diff er ent moments” by open ing up a dis tance between 
“the judg ment [Urteil] and exe cu tion [Vollstreckung] of the judge’s sen tence.”44 For 
later writ ers, this con sti tu tive poten tial for the “defer ral of exe cu tion”—Aufschub 
der Strafvollstreckung—would come to bear upon the reg u lar sus pen sions and inter-
rup tions of the legal pro cess: those closely tied to the death pen alty as well as the 
stan dard delays in exe cu tion required by the state’s sov er eign “right of par don.”45

Scholem him self makes this clear in his pre pa ra tory notes for the essay on 
Jonah, where he identifes the con cept of defer ral as a cat e gory of God’s mercy.46 
A long tra di tion of legal the ory pre ced ing him had approached notions like mercy, 
clem ency, and the par don (Begnadigungsrecht) by ana lyz ing their pecu liar role 
within the struc ture of state power. In an influ en tial treat ment, the jurist Rudolph 
von Jhering (1818–1892) assigns the “right of par don” to the par a dox i cal sphere of 
law that per mits the gov ern ment’s “dis re gard of the law.”47 He adds, “Formally con-
sid ered, it appears as an inter fer ence with the order of law. The pun ish ment of the 
crim i nal, which is threat ened by the law and which has already been rec og nized 
against him, is after ward remit ted [erlassen]. The law is there fore in real ity not car-
ried out [gelangt . . . nicht in Vollzug].”48 The idea would receive fur ther elab o ra tion 
by polit i cal phi los o pher Otto Kirchheimer, whose midcentury writ ing on jus tice 
pro poses that such inter ven tions pro vide “a rem edy for imper fec tions of the legal 
sys tem itself.”49 He sug ests that the sov er eign right of par don makes room for 
a “touch of sub jec tiv ity” in the jurid i cal appa ra tus: a “safety valve,” as it were, for 
the pres sure cre ated when the objec tive, imper sonal appli ca tion of the law leads to 
unjust out comes in spe cifc sit u a tions.50

The lim i nal qual ity of the par don has often led schol ars to regard it as a “form 
of ‘legally sanc tioned alegality’” or “law ful law less ness.”51 Even for von Jehring, the 
par don lies at the fringes of the con sti tu tional state along side other con cepts like 
mar tial law and the state of emer gency (with their “tem po rary sus pen sion of cer tain 
stat u tory reg u la tions”).52 This also explains Carl Schmitt’s abid ing inter est in the 
par don as a “mark of sov er eignty” and as tes ti mony to the need for state medi a tion: 
“the grace ful and mer ci ful lord who proves by par dons and amnes ties his suprem-
acy over his own laws” (als der Gütige und Barmherzige, der durch Begnadigungen 
und Amnestien seine Überlegenheit über seine eigenen Gesetze beweist).53 Foucault 
gives a sense of this when he describes the eigh teenth-cen tury “spec ta cle of the scaf-
fold” as a cer e mony of defer ral and delay: a rit ual designed to antic i pate the king’s 
“let ter of par don” by prolonging the time between “sen tence and exe cu tion.”54 Here, 
the sov er eign could make him self pres ent “not only as a power exact ing ven geance 
of the law, but as the power that could sus pend both law and ven geance.”55

Eighteenth-cen tury lib eral think ers like Beccaria and Brissot knew this. They 
viewed the par don as a dan ger ous “der o ga tion of the law” and argued that “a per fect 
leg is la tion” needs no exter nal power of cor rec tion.56 Others have traded out right 

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://dup.silverchair.com

/critical-tim
es/article-pdf/5/1/20/1589326/20stern.pdf by guest on 09 April 2024



C R IT IC A L T I M E S 5:1 |  A P R I L 2022 |  30

antag o nism for a more ambiv a lent take on the excep tional jus tice of the par don. In 
his Metaphysics of Morals (1797), Kant observes that “of all  the rights of a sov er eign, 
the right of par don (ius aggratiandi) for a crim i nal is the slip per i est one for him to exer-
cise; for it must be exer cised in such a way as to show the splen dor of his maj esty, 
although he is thereby doing injus tice in the highest degree.”57 Hegel again went a 
step fur ther by defn ing the par don as the “highest rec og ni tion of spirit’s maj esty.”58 
The right of par don “arises from the sov er eignty of the mon arch,” he says, “since it 
is this alone which is capa ble of real iz ing spirit’s power of mak ing undone what has 
been done and wip ing out a crime by for giv ing and for get ting it.”59

A sim i lar per spec tive runs through William Blackstone’s Commentaries on the 
Laws of England (1765–70). Blackstone distinguishes the “king’s most gra cious par don” 
as a sign of the mon arch’s ele va tion above the “dis agree able or invid i ous parts” of gov-
ern ment: a power derived solely “a lege suae dignitatis.”60 In the “scep ter of his mercy,” 
the peo ple see noth ing but a foun tain of “bounty and grace.”61 Mercy is a force of good-
ness, mag nif  cence, and com pas sion with the unique and august capa bil ity of redeem-
ing the offender from death and mak ing him “a new man.”62 Elias Canetti even tu ally 
took this as the basis for his claim that the par don is “the supreme man i fes ta tion of 
power.”63 Beyond the capac ity to make die and let live or to make live and let die (or, again, 
to make sur vive), the par don allows the sov er eign to breach all  lim i ta tions of power by 
imag in ing him self pow er ful enough “to bring the dead back to life.”64

The reappearance of the par don in mod ern con sti tu tions is no doubt a rem-
nant of the “sacral pres ence” that once invested the sov er eign with the “power to 
decide on the excep tion to the law.”65 Kirchheimer illus trates this theo log i cal “qual-
ity of mercy” by quot ing Por tia’s mono logue from The Merchant of Venice (1599).66 
She reminds Shylock,

The qual ity of mercy is not strain’d,
It droppeth as the gen tle rain from heaven
Upon the place beneath: it is twice blest;
It blesseth him that gives and him that takes:
’Tis might i est in the might i est: it becomes
The throned mon arch bet ter than his crown;
His scep tre shows the force of tem po ral power,
The attri bute to awe and maj esty,
Wherein doth sit the dread and fear of kings;
But mercy is above this sceptred sway;
It is enthroned in the hearts of kings,
It is an attri bute to God him self;
And earthly power doth then show likest God’s
When mercy sea sons jus tice.67
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In his read ing of this pas sage, Derrida empha sizes Por tia’s ana log i cal think ing: the 
“theo log i cal-polit i cal trans la tion” that turns the par don into a site of incarnational 
exchange between the “sub lime great ness” of God and the human body (or bod-
ies) of the Chris tian sov er eign.68 Derrida’s essen tial point is that Por tia’s spir i tu al-
i za tion of mercy is one tac tic of a duplic i tous strat egy. The appeal to God’s jus tice 
intends to autho rize as well as con ceal “every ruse and vile action” that Shylock’s 
Chris tian adver sar ies use to dis pos sess him of his legal right.69 This theo log i cal-
polit i cal cri tique of Chris tian mercy owes a pro found debt to an ear lier polit i cal 
econ omy of jus tice. As Nietzsche put it in his (nearly Shake spear ean) gene al ogy of 
moral ity, “Justice, which began by say ing ‘Everything can be paid off, every thing 
must be paid off,’ ends by turn ing a blind eye and let ting off those unable to pay—it 
ends, like every good thing on earth, by sub li mat ing itself [sich selbst aufhebend]. 
The self-sub li ma tion of jus tice: we know what a nice name it gives itself—mercy 
[Gnade]; it remains, of course, the pre rog a tive of the most pow er ful man, bet ter 
still, his way of being beyond the law.”70

All of this should be enough to reg is ter seri ous ques tions about Scholem’s 
the ses on jus tice. Is sov er eign mercy a com pas sion ate cor rec tive to the tor por of a 
mech a nis tic legal sys tem? Or is it a dan ger ous excep tion? Does the exec u tive right 
of par don carve out a space of law less ness within the law? Or does the defer ral 
of pun ish ment reveal an immu ta ble jurid i cal abyss between judg ment and exe cu-
tion, form of law and worldly real i za tion? After Nietzsche and Derrida, one might 
also want to think fur ther about the theo log i cal-polit i cal effects of the par don on 
the rep re sen ta tion of sov er eignty: the cleans ing trans for ma tion of the exec u tive 
power from a repul sive dealer of death into a glo ri ous sav ior of life. This was also 
Canetti’s fnal sus pi cion. “An act of mercy,” he thought, “is a very high and con cen-
trated expres sion of power, for it pre sup poses con dem na tion.”71 His cho sen exam-
ple comes from the “God of the Bible,” who, as in the book of Jonah, engages in “the 
intri cate traf c in par dons: the sin ner who sub mits to him receives mercy.”72 But in 
this con text one could also remem ber that self-described “Shylock,” Jean Améry, 
and his endur ing, fleshly res sen ti ment against a world—white, Chris tian, colo nial—
that so eas ily “for gives and for gets” its own crimes.73 Is the defer ral of exe cu tion a 
prac tice of jus tice? Or is it the sub lime face of power? The mes si anic eth ics of the 
eter nal pres ent? Or the end less spec ta cle of the scaff old?

Critique of Mercy
In an early Ger man trans la tion of The Merchant of Venice, Christoph Martin Wieland 
(1733–1813) inter prets the qual ity of mercy (Gnade) as an instance of göttliche Gewalt.74 
The phrase nicely dis tills the ambiv a lent his tory of the par don: be it a redemp tive 
power that saves the law from injus tice or a destruc tive vio lence that ruins the jus-
tice of the law. Readers of Scholem may also detect in these words a pro lep tic trace 
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of Ben ja min’s cri tique of Gewalt (and “its rela tion to law and jus tice”).75 Although 
Ben ja min never men tions mercy (or the par don) in his essay, recent com men ta tors 
have found rea son to inter po late the act as an exam ple of “divine vio lence.”76 The 
hypoth e sis rests in part on the text’s the matic and con tex tual con ti gu ity with Scho-
lem’s writ ings on jus tice as well as Ben ja min’s con sis tent (if infre quent) use of the 
term Aufschub across other divi sions of his cor pus.77 Almost all  of these inter pre tive 
efforts begin with the assump tion that a com mon intel lec tual hori zon and a shared 
phil o soph i cal vocab u lary deliver evi dence of mutual agree ment: that Scholem and 
Ben ja min must be say ing the same thing.78 I, too, want to rec om mend the prom ise 
of recip ro cal illu mi na tion. But my sense is that one can read Ben ja min’s invest-
ment in “divine vio lence” as a sub tle if direct chal lenge to Scholem’s afr ma tion 
of “divine defer ral.” I wager that an ana lytic iso la tion of this dis sen sus will fur ther 
clar ify the stakes of Scholem’s polit i cal the ol ogy and its sig nif  cance for an under-
stand ing of the mes si anic idea in Zion ism.

Scholem’s essay on Jonah belongs to the “eso teric dos sier” of Ben ja min’s debate 
with Schmitt on the state of excep tion.79 The dis pute focuses again on the “com plex 
rela tion,” or “econ omy,” between the norm of law and its force of appli ca tion.80 In 
his chap ters on polit i cal the ol ogy, Schmitt claims that “every con crete juris tic deci-
sion [Entscheidung] con tains a moment of indiff er ence from the per spec tive of con-
tent” (PTE, 30/PTG, 30).81 A judi cial deci sion never refers back to the text of the law 
from which it could imme di ately derive a nec es sary and unavoid able res o lu tion. 
The deci sion always “remains an inde pen dently deter min ing moment”: the auton-
o mous, exec u tive act that trans lates the “con tent of a gen eral pos i tive legal norm” 
into a spe cifc case (PTE, 31/PTG, 30). Schmitt describes this else where as the 
“insur mount able chasm” that sep a rates the abstrac tion of law from con crete real-
ity, the enforce abil ity of law from its fac tual implementation, and legal judg ment 
(Urteil) from its exe cu tion (Vollstreckung).82 It is also the prob lem that he fnds in 
the con cept of dic ta tor ship: the impass able dis tinc tion between leg is la tion (pow-
er less right) and exec u tive action (law less power).83 The state of excep tion merely 
exposes the “essen tial frac ture” of law: that “zone of anomie” in which the “oppo si-
tion between the norm and its real i za tion reaches its greatest inten sity.”84

Giorgio Agamben has read the argu ment as a silent response to Ben ja min’s 
cri tique of vio lence. Whereas Schmitt looks for a way to con tain and reinscribe 
law less vio lence within a “jurid i cal con text”—the fg ure of the sov er eign— 
Ben ja min seeks to locate a form of vio lence that lies “abso lutely ‘out side’ (außer-
halb) and ‘beyond’ (jenseits) the law.”85 Ben ja min observes that the “mere exis tence” 
of a vio lence out side the law threat ens “the law itself ” and com pels the law, for the 
sake of its own pres er va tion, to take hold of any vio lence that exceeds its grasp (CV, 
239). He asks in return “what kinds of vio lence exist other than all  those envis aged 
by legal the ory” (CV, 247). Is there a vio lence that could break the law’s monop oly 
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on vio lence? A vio lence that would instead depose the law? And even abol ish state 
power? Ben ja min stresses that the answers to these ques tions will sketch the pos-
si bil ity of a “redemp tive” end to “all  the world-his tor i cal con di tions of exis tence 
obtaining hith erto” (CV, 246–47). He calls this posi tion of tran scen den tal cri tique 
pure divine vio lence.86

Like Scholem, Ben ja min aligns his crit i cal task with a denun ci a tion of fate: the 
myth i cally ambig u ous cycle of vio lence that alter nately establishes and pre serves 
the legal order.87 He cites the death pen alty and the police as two insti tu tional 
exam ples. The pur pose of the for mer, he says, “is not to pun ish the infringe ment of 
law but to estab lish new law” (CV, 242). In its dis play of power over life and death, 
“the law reafrms itself ” by reveal ing the vio lence at its ori gins (CV, 242). Ben ja min 
sees in the police a sim i lar “spec tral mix ture” of pres er va tion and instan ti a tion: a 
legal appa ra tus whose author ity closely resem bles the unity of leg is la tive and exec-
u tive power in the abso lute mon arch (CV, 242). That the police con tinue to oper-
ate in democ ra cies, he thinks, only con frms the pres ence of excep tional vio lence 
(“the right of decree”) at the basis of its legal order (CV, 242).88 A par al lel appears in 
the “régime des décrets” that Hannah Arendt attri butes to colo nial bureau cra cies.89 
“Legally, gov ern ment by bureau cracy is gov ern ment by decree,” she writes, “and 
this means that power, which in con sti tu tional gov ern ment only enforces the law, 
becomes the direct source of all  leg is la tion.”90 Rule by decree “ignores all  inter me-
di ary stages between issu ance and appli ca tion.”91

The var i ous case stud ies bring Ben ja min to the con clu sion that the essence 
of all  “myth i cal law mak ing” lies not in the medial use of vio lence for a par tic u lar 
end—the pun ish ment of a crime—but in its imme di ate man i fes ta tion of power 
over bare life (CV, 248).92 Mythical vio lence establishes law, fxes bound aries, cre-
ates guilt, threat ens, and spills blood. Any effort to think beyond these param e-
ters raises the ques tion of divine vio lence: a vio lence that destroys law, oblit er ates 
bound aries, con fers expi a tion, strikes with out warn ing, and kills blood lessly. Ben-
ja min only hints at what this crit i cal vio lence might look like through a noto ri ously 
unclear bib li cal ref er ence to God’s judg ment (Gottes Gericht) on the band of Koraḥ: 
God “strikes priv i leged Levites, strikes them with out warn ing, with out threat, and 
does not stop short of anni hi la tion [Vernichtung]. But in anni hi lat ing it also expi ates 
[entsühnend], and a pro found con nec tion between the lack of blood shed and the 
expi a tory char ac ter of this vio lence is unmis tak able” (CV, 250).93 The obscure—
and per haps incon sis tent—read ing of the bib li cal text relies on the inter pre ta tion 
of Moses’s proph ecy.94 Moses declares, “If these men die the com mon death of all  
men, and be vis ited after the vis i ta tion of all  men, then the Lord hath not sent Me. 
But if the Lord make a new thing [beri’ah yivra], and the ground open her mouth, 
and swal low them up [u-val‘ah otam], with all  that apper tain unto them, and they go 
down alive into the pit, then ye shall under stand that these men have despised the 
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Lord.”95 The words sug est that divine vio lence pro ceeds not through an unfold-
ing of the nat u ral order but instead through the intro duc tion of a cre a tive cae sura 
that calls a halt to the reg u lar suc ces sion of things. The ground opens up beneath 
Koraḥ and his fol low ers and, in an act of “can ni bal is tic, destroying jus tice,” eats 
them alive: serv ing up divine judg ment (Gericht) as an earthly dish (Gericht).96

There is no deny ing a rela tion between this dis cus sion of divine vio lence and 
Scholem’s dis cus sion of divine defer ral. God’s even tual par don ing of Nineveh 
demolishes the injunc tions of fate, destroys the reg u lar work ings of the law, and 
gives the peo ple a chance for expi a tion. But these cor re spon dences also dem on-
strate how uncom fort ably Scholem’s con cept of jus tice fts within Ben ja min’s 
frame work. On a tex tual level, the diff er en tial com bi na tion of God’s pro phetic 
threat and mer ci ful repen tance could just as eas ily fur nish proof of the par don as 
a form of myth i cal vio lence: an imme di ate man i fes ta tion of power that establishes 
and con frms law by bring ing sub mis sion. Ben ja min insists, after all , on the sud-
den, destruc tive char ac ter of divine vio lence.97 In the story of Koraḥ, God nei ther 
recoils from the act of exter mi na tion nor repu di ates Moses’s proph ecy of destruc-
tion. It is a nar ra tive reminder of Ben ja min’s fnal por trayal of divine vio lence as 
a moment of “sacred exe cu tion”—that is, heilige Vollstreckung (CV, 252/KG, 203; 
trans la tion mod i fed). While Scholem con sis tently thinks jus tice in the name of 
defer ral—judg ment with out exe cu tion—Ben ja min again and again attends to the 
crit i cal pos si bil i ties of its oppo site: exe cu tion with out judg ment.98

Ben ja min’s avowal of destruc tion (exe cu tion, anni hi la tion, puri f ca tion) 
could make his text “almost unbear able.”99 But his rever sal of Scholem has crit i cal 
poten tial for an appraisal of the “lesser vio lence” the lat ter seems to espouse.100 
It is enough to remem ber that Ben ja min’s tran scen den tal inquiry into divine vio-
lence has no other pur pose than to show “that rev o lu tion ary vio lence [rev o lu tionäre 
Gewalt], the highest man i fes ta tion of unal loyed vio lence by human beings, is pos-
si ble” (CV, 252/KG, 202). He ignores the sov er eign sub lim ity of mercy and takes a 
view from below: the gen eral strike, the con vul sive tremor. Scholem takes the view 
from above: the sen tence, the scaff old, the par don. He def nes jus tice as defer ral 
and, in so doing, defers the pos si bil ity of think ing the rev o lu tion.101 And he passes 
over in silence the one, insurgent expres sion of imme di ate vio lence he man ages to 
name: Jonah’s rage.

Chris tian Zion ism
This is how one must read (or reread) Scholem’s under stand ing of the mes si anic 
idea in Zion ism. Consider again the story he tells about the Zion ist return to his-
tory. On the one hand, every thing depends on the Zion ist sub sti tu tion of exe cu tion 
for defer ral. Zion ism dis cards the pow er less ness, weak ness, and pas siv ity of Jew-
ish mes si a nism by com mit ting itself to real is tic, con crete action in the mun dane 

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://dup.silverchair.com

/critical-tim
es/article-pdf/5/1/20/1589326/20stern.pdf by guest on 09 April 2024



ST E R N  |  O N Z IO N  I S M A N D T H E C O NC E P T O F D E F E R R A L |  35

realm. On the other hand, the sec u lar suc cess of Zion ism rests on its capac ity 
to guard itself against the apoc a lyp tic and anti no mian ener gies that threaten to 
explode from within and bring its worldly pol i tics to ruin. Scholem’s hope is that 
Zion ism will con tain the catas tro phe, hold off the anar chy, and delay the apoc a-
lypse. What he dares not think—what he refuses to con done—is the end to all  
world-his tor i cal con di tions of exis tence obtaining hith erto (i.e., göttliche Gewalt). 
Scholem thus pres ents Zion ism as some thing other than a mere nega tion of a life 
lived in defer ment. Through a pro found sec u lar trans for ma tion, it cap tures, reforms, 
and rede ploys mes si anic defer ral as a dis tinc tive, coun ter in sur gent mode of polit-
i cal power.102

In this light, Scholem’s schol arly assess ment of the mes si anic idea in Juda ism 
might also fur nish a polit i cal theo log i cal alle gory for the mes si anic idea in colo-
nial ism. The set tler con quest of Palestine rests, of course, on a range of injus tices 
exe cuted by those seek ing the his tor i cal and con crete real i za tion of the Zion ist idea: 
expro pri a tion, expul sion, elim i na tion, mas sa cre, deten tion, and more.103 But the 
per pet u a tion of this “sin gle catas tro phe” (Nakba) has often occurred in and through 
the pol i tics of defer ral.104 By the early 1930s, the Zion ist oper a tive and racial the o-
rist Arthur Ruppin was advo cat ing the “tac tics of post pone ment” (Verschiebungstak-
tik) as a colo nial sub ter fuge for deal ing with the “Arab  prob lem.”105 The rhe tor i cal 
strat egy pro moted dem o cratic equal ity between Jews and Arab s while also defer-
ring any res o lu tion of the mat ter until a con tra dic tory pol icy of sep a ra tion, demo-
graphic plan ning, and eth nic cleans ing could ensure the future of Jew ish suprem-
acy.106 After 1948, a related notion emerged as the basis for the institutionalization 
of Israeli state law. The dec la ra tion (and ongo ing exis tence) of a per ma nent “state 
of emer gency” became the foun da tion for a par a dox i cal legal sys tem: an appar-
ently lib eral order designed with the mes si anic pur pose of defer ring (with hold ing, 
pre vent ing, delaying) the com ing of “immi nent catas tro phe” through extra ju di cial 
means.107

Somewhat later, in the wake of 1967, the Israeli gov ern ment would make its 
well-known “ ‘deci sion not to decide’ on the sta tus of the newly occu pied ter ri to-
ries.”108 The whole of the “peace pro cess,” from Camp David to the pres ent, has 
sustained this leg acy of inde ci sion by exploiting interim agree ments, tran si tional 
phases, and human i tar ian con cerns to ensure the “defer ral of actual sov er eignty” 
for Palestine.109 This period of inces sant delays has manifested itself most prom i-
nently in the appa ra tuses of the Israeli “per mit regime”: that sys tem of waiting that 
operates through cur fews, road blocks, inspec tions, check points, and other dis ci-
plin ary pro ce dures for the admin is tra tion of a colo nial life lived in defer ment.110 
Alongside the most spec tac u lar dis plays of “erup tive vio lence,” this governing logic 
depends upon the exer tion of “with held vio lence”: the threat and post pone ment 
of immi nent destruc tion.111 The strat egy has the par a dox i cal aim of mak ing the 
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pro duc tion of a doc ile pop u la tion look like the work of a restrained, enlight ened, 
and “mer ci ful sov er eign.”112 It is this dou ble ges ture that could turn Palestine into 
Nineveh, mes si a nism into occu pa tion, and the “end less pow er less ness of Jew ish 
his tory” into the inter mi na ble power of the Jew ish state (MIE, 35). Just here Zion-
ism may also diag nose the broader “pro cess of defer ral” that has come to char ac-
ter ize a polit i cal pres ent—neo lib eral, human i tar ian, biopolitical—that lives on the 
“end less post pone ment of mean ing ful social trans for ma tion.”113

So let me return once more, and in clos ing, to Scholem’s frst prin ci ple for an 
under stand ing of the mes si anic idea in Juda ism: “Any dis cus sion of the prob lems 
relat ing to Messianism is a del i cate mat ter, for it is here that the essen tial con flict 
between Juda ism and Chris tian ity has devel oped and con tin ues to exist” (MIE, 1). 
Despite his empha sis on the sig nif  cance of the Jew ish-Chris tian debate, Scholem 
strangely fore stalls its devel op ment into the pres ent and evades its con se quences 
for an under stand ing of the mes si anic idea in Zion ism. By the time he wrote this 
sen tence, he likely knew Jacob Taubes’s com ments about the delays of Chris tian 
escha tol ogy and may have also remem bered a related frag ment left by Ben ja min.114 
In an entry devoted to Scholem’s con cept of jus tice, Ben ja min attempts a dis tinc-
tion between two ways of averting the “sit u a tion of deci sion”: Verschiebung (“Cath o-
lic, bad, post pone ment of the Last Judgment”) and Aufschub (“Jew ish, good, defer-
ral of the Last Judgment”) (GS6, 60).115

Ben ja min’s note could obvi ously sup port the idea of an “essen tial con flict” 
between Chris tian and Jew ish mes si a nism. But his ana lyt i cal exer tion effec tively 
con founds the dis tinc tion. Well before Scholem, Luther had already defned 
Jonah’s proph ecy as a “defer ral of the threat ened pun ish ment” (Aufschub des ange-
drohten Strafe).116 Later, the influ en tial bib li cal scholar and Protestant theo lo gian 
Julius Wellhausen (1844–1918) made the ques tion cen tral to his own inter pre ta tion 
of the pow er less ness, state less ness, and worldlessness of Jew ish his tory: the scene 
of a “great trial” whose judg ment is per pet u ally “post poned” (Aufschub des Gerich-
tes).117 The nearly Pau line tonal ity of the words resound in and through nineteenth-
cen tury trans la tions of Tertullian’s Apology (AD 197): “We meet in gath er ing and 
con gre ga tion to approach God in prayer, massing our forces to sur round Him. We 
pray also for Emperors, for their min is ters and those in author ity, for the secu rity of 
the world, for peace on earth and for post pone ment [Lat., mora; Ger., Aufschub] of 
the end.”118 Tertullian beseeches God for the defer ral (Lat., differri; Ger., Aufschub) 
of apoc a lyp tic catas tro phe by call ing for “the con tin u ance of Rome.”119

My point is that Scholem’s lan guage could make it dif  cult to dis tin guish 
between Aufschub and Verschiebung, defer ral and post pone ment, good and bad, 
Jew ish and Chris tian, jus tice and empire. The poten tial for con fu sion also has 
the added ben e ft of clar i fy ing some of the skep ti cism that has met his sum mary 
phrase: “a life lived in defer ment.” As Moshe Idel notes, “Scholem would indeed be 
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right only if the cri te rion for judg ing the stud ied texts were his own, quite mod ern 
one, namely a quasi-Zion ist cri te rion which assumes that mes si a nism should be 
under stood as ver i f able only in the his tor i cal realm and as involv ing polit i cal acts 
that will bring Diaspora Jews back to the land of Israel.”120 The ques tion is whether 
Scholem’s com plex polit i cal nego ti a tions with the word Aufschub also make his 
quite mod ern, sec u lar, and Zion ist assess ment of Jew ish his tory a moment within 
a mod ern, quasi-sec u lar, and quite Chris tian tra di tion: another name in an already 
siz able lex i con of “con cepts devel oped from within Chris tian the ol ogy.”121

Hannah Arendt once lamented the Zion ist fail ure to dis crim i nate between 
the true friends (anti co lo nial rev o lu tion ar ies) and true ene mies (Euro pean impe-
ri al ists) of the Jews: its choice to ally itself with “the most evil forces of our time” 
instead of stand ing in sol i dar ity with the oppressed of the earth.122 The insight is 
nowhere more rel e vant than in Scholem’s turn (inten tion ally or oth er wise) to the 
coun ter rev o lu tion ary lan guage of the church. He swaps the anti-Chris tian per spec-
tive of Jew ish mes si a nism—the Messiah sit ting among the down trod den out side 
the gates of Rome—for a posi tion within its impe rial walls and beside the Vicar 
of Christ. Zion ism’s pol i tics of defer ral (Aufschub, Verschiebung) become almost 
indis tin guish able from the restraining and with hold ing power that Paul, Tertul-
lian, Wellhausen, Schmitt, and oth ers have given the name katechon.123 The word 
encloses in a sin gle image Scholem’s prayer for the empire as well as his under-
stand ing of the mes si anic idea in Zion ism.124 Listen closely and you may already 
hear Jonah’s polit i cal pro test and pro phetic rage.125 So too those other rev o lu tion-
ary calls for the end of Zion ism, for new “his tor i cal friends,” and for the removal of 
“your hours from our time.”126

ADAM Y. STERN is an assis tant pro fes sor at the University of Wisconsin–Madison. His 
frst book, Survival: A Theological-Political Genealogy, was published in 2021. Other writ ing 
has appeared or is forth com ing in the Journal of Religion, Word and Image, CR: The New 
Centennial Review, and Theory and Event.
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Israels und Juda’s,” 91, 96, 102. For the eschatological link between katechon and “Jewish 
history,” see Agamben, Kingdom and the Glory, 16.

118. Tertullian, Apology, 174–75. For the German, see Tertullian, Apologetikon, 84.
119. Tertullian, Apology, 154–155; Tertullian, Apologetikon, 77.
120. Idel, Messianic Mystics, 233. See also Idel, “Some Concepts of Time,” 177.
121. Raz-Krakotzkin, “ ‘Le-lo ḥeshbonot aḥerim,’” 93. On the “Christianity” of Scholem’s project, 

in general, see, among other things, Huss, “Mystifcation of the Kabbalah.”
122. Arendt, “Zionism Reconsidered,” 363, 366. On Scholem’s tendentious response to Arendt’s 

essay, see Engel’s recent discussion in Gershom Scholem, chap. 6.
123. Schmitt, Nomos of the Earth, 59–60. For more, see Hell, Conquest of Ruins, chap. 24. On 

Scholem and Benjamin’s proximity to this discussion, see Bredekamp, “From Walter 
Benjamin to Carl Schmitt”; Lienkamp, “Aufhalten der Krisis.”

124. For Scholem’s transition from “anti-imperialism” to the embrace of the “Jewish state,” see, 
again, Engel, Gershom Scholem, 129, 171.

125. A different interpretation is given by Ruether and Ruether, Wrath of Jonah, xx.
126. Bouteldja, Whites, Jews, and Us, 72; Darwish, “Those Who Pass,” 26. Helga Tawil-Souri, 

in “Checkpoint Time,” also highlights Darwish’s relevant writing in State of Siege,  
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