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Abstract
The transformation of the anti-hero David Lurie in John 
Coetzee’s novel Disgrace represents Coetzee’s enduring cri-
tique of Western rationality and its reduction of ethics to 
abstract calculation. Following Coetzee’s narrative, and in-
sight from Emmanuel Lévinas’ ethics, I maintain that morality 
emerges not from abstract calculation, but from pathos deeper 
than rationality, an insight expressed more freely in literature 
and poetry than classical philosophy or theology. Further, I 
suggest that such an understanding of ethics, i.e., one guided 
by a feeling-for-the-other, also resides/hides within the ear-
liest Christian traditions, suggesting a religion of embodied 
empathy acknowledging something deeper than tradition and 
reason. Such a hypothesis suggests, in contrast to existent ani-
mal theologies, a reorientation in theological ethics based on 
inter-species relationships and embodied feeling as a source 
of religious authority as opposed to a reliance on reason and 
tradition to guide moral behavior toward the other-than-human. 

He and Bev do not speak. He has learned by now, from her, to concentrate 
all his attention on the animal they are killing, giving it what he no longer 
has difficulty calling by its proper name: love. 
He ties the last bag and takes it to the door. Twenty-three. There is only one 
dog left, the one who likes music, the one who, given half a chance, would 
already have lolloped after his comrades into the clinic building, into the 
theater with its zinc topped table where the rich, mixed smells still linger, 
including one he will not yet have met with in his life: the smell of expiration, 
the soft, short smell of the released soul.
What the dog will not be able to work out . . . is how one can enter what 
seems to be an ordinary room and never come out again. Something happens 
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in this room, something unmentionable: here the soul is yanked out of the 
body. . . . It will be beyond him, this room that is not a room but a hole where 
one leaks out of existence. . . .
He can save the young dog, if he wishes, for another week. But a time must 
come, it cannot be evaded, when he will have to bring him to Bev Shaw in 
her operating room (perhaps he will carry him in his arms, perhaps he will 
do that for him) and caress him and brush back the fur so that the needle 
can find the vein, and whisper to him and support him in the moment when, 
bewilderingly, his legs buckle; and then, when the soul is out, fold him up 
and pack him away in his bag, and the next day wheel the bag into the flames 
and see that it is burnt, burnt up. He will do all that for him when the time 
comes. It will be little enough, less than little: nothing.
He crosses the surgery. . . .

“One more.”
He opens the cage door. “Come,” he says, bends opens his arms. The dog 
wags its crippled rear, sniffs his face, licks his cheeks, his lips, his ears. He 
does nothing to stop it. “Come.”
Bearing him in his arms like a lamb, he re-enters the surgery. “I thought you 
would save him for another week,” says Bev Shaw.

“Are you giving him up?”
“Yes, I am giving him up.”1

Introduction
This scene, drawing J.M. Coetzee’s Disgrace to a close, offers the reader a final 
glimpse into the life of the novel’s anti-hero, David Lurie, a man coming to terms 
with the vulnerability of bodies infinitely other than his own. In the novel’s final 
pages, we are compelled by a broken man embracing the diseased, dying, and 
unwanted canines of South Africa, carrying them into and beyond death with a 
pathos previously reserved for humans. This feeling-for-the-other-animal emerges, 
to David’s surprise and annoyance, as parallel encounters with human and non-hu-
man trauma disrupt his ethical horizon, which had previously ignored transgres-
sive forms of vulnerability, i.e., that of women and non-human animals. Through 
the disruptive non-power of Another’s vulnerability-toward-death, David slowly 
and reluctantly embraces the moral authority of the other. In such face-to-face rela-
tionships with difference, a moral authority emerges; a non-symmetrical, affective 
authority located beyond his horizon in the body of Another, which possesses a 
weight and height that his own moral abstraction and calculation no longer retain. 

In this essay, I suggest that David Lurie’s face-to-face encounters with differ-

1 J. M. Coetzee, Disgrace (New York: Viking, 1999), 219.
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ent, though parallel forms of trauma emerging from a vulnerability-toward-death, 
represent a wider phenomenon of how human beings might come to see animal 
others (human and other-than-human) as morally considerable. My contention 
emerges through reading Coetzee’s novel through the ethical framework de-
veloped in the thought of Emmanuel Lévinas. Following Lévinas, I contend that 
ethics emerges not from abstract calculation, or inherited tradition alone, but as in 
Disgrace, from a feeling of embodied pathos deeper than rational thought, arising 
in a subject’s perception of a vulnerability-toward-death. Furthermore, and con-
tinuing to follow Lévinas, this time in his philosophy of religion, I suggest that 
such an approach to ethics also resides within the earliest Gospel narratives, sug-
gesting that the Christian tradition is open to the trangressive embodiment of the 
stranger, acknowledging that its own theological framework ultimately arises out 
of such disruptive ethical encounters that transcend reason, calculation, and inher-
ited tradition.2 

David Lurie and Face-to-Face Encounter
Coetzee’s Disgrace explores various inter-subjective power dynamics emerging 
within the life of the novel’s central character, David Lurie, a dissatisfied professor 
of English in post-apartheid South Africa, reduced to lecturing in communications 
at a university in Cape Town. While initially the possessor of power, David’s life 
dramatically changes throughout the novel in an increasingly pathetic spiral of 
humiliating falls. We see David loose his youth, virility, academic success, and 
independence after he, to quote the novel’s narration, “not quite rape[s]” a stu-
dent of his named Melanie Isaacs.3 The public exposure of his assault puts Lurie 
face-to-face with a vulnerability that he ultimately refuses to recognize, choosing 

2 While the moral authority of pathos has historically been disregarded in theological ethics, in favor 
of abstraction, calculation, tradition, and divine command, conceptual frameworks since the 19th 
century recognizing the contingency of all epistemological starting points, call into question the 
reductive approach of classical theology, embracing more phenomenal approaches to the world. 
Literature, poetry, and the arts, being less constrained by such methodological boundaries in its 
search for truth, goodness and a means of coping with the traumatic, are thus potentially rich 
dialogue partners for contemporary theology, as they are more open to less explored dynamics 
of life and more ready to question inherited conceptual frameworks lacking coherence with con-
temporary experiences of the world. A prejudice toward the affective dynamics of the arts reflects 
philosophical attitude that seems to have been “canonized” as early as Plato who spoke of the “old 
quarrel between philosophy and poetry,” and banished the emotion and speculation of the poets 
from participating in rational pursuits of the truth and the good (Republic, 607b5–6). For a sum-
mary of this “old quarrel” see, Anton Leist and Peter Singer “Introduction,” chap. in J.M. Coetzee 
and Ethics: Philosophical Perspectives on Literature, eds. Anton Leist and Peter Singer (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 2010), 1-15. While such suspicions have subsided since the 19th 
century, due to movements such as historicism and romanticism, they remain strong enough to 
require even the briefest caveats to justify a project such as this.

3 Coetzee, Disgrace, 25. The ambiguous phrasing of the assault in the narration seems inseparable 
from Lurie’s perspective, as is the narration of the entire novel, and as such cannot be read as any 
kind of meta-narrative commentary tied to Coetzee. 
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instead to defend his action and ignore his power-over-the-other, rather than repent 
of his privilege, keep his job, and avoid exile from his life in Cape Town. Choosing 
a “martyr’s” exile, as he sees it, Lurie moves to the Eastern Cape to live a burden-
some, awkward, and unsophisticated life on a farm with his daughter Lucy and 
her dog Katy in attempts to flee personal scrutiny and regain artistic credibility.

Yet, while the novel primarily follows David Lurie, his disgrace and devasta-
tion is inseparable from a matrix of parallel instances of the same. Without the 
trauma of the other, beginning with Melanie Issacs, David’s disgrace is incoher-
ent and the story as a story has little vibrancy or meaning.4 After his assault on 
Melanie Issacs, the disciplinary action taken against him at the university, and his 
departure from Cape Town to the Eastern Cape, the existential dynamics of 
David’s life continue to unravel through his continued encounters with various 
forms of violence. The violence narrated throughout Disgrace is perpetrated 
against those lacking the protection of classic forms of dominant power related to 
race (i.e., whiteness), gender (i.e., maleness), sexuality (i.e., heterosexuality), and 
species membership (i.e., humanity). Chief among such acts of violence is the 
second rape perpetrated in the novel. This event, infused with radically complex 
issues concerning race, poverty, and speciesism, violates Lucy, David’s daughter, 
during an attack on her farm. For a second time in the novel, David is confronted 
by the reality the trauma inflicted upon women by men with the power and will to 
do harm. Yet, the disruptive power of this event confronts David differently as its 
violence is not masked by the blinding effects of his own egoistic power-over the 
other. Lucy’s trauma, while infinitely distant from David’s experience, a point 
consistently brought up by Lucy in the text, nevertheless produces an emergent 
trauma within his horizon, arising in the distance created between a parent and a 
child when the former is powerless to stop a horrific violence against the latter.5 
David’s experience of the event, however distant from Lucy’s own encounter, 

4 This is not to reduce the trauma of the other as if its goal is to evoke a change in others. The 
narratives of each singular other are not to be defined in relation to some outside subject, but the 
particular narrative here has its own focus, which while prominent, does not exhaust the meaning 
of the work. As such, I do not wish to reduce the trauma of the literary-other—in this case that of 
Melanie, Lucy, and Katy—to the impact it has on David. My focus in this essay does not exhaust 
the meaning of the narrative or the trauma of the other. 

5 The rape is never described in the novel. The vantage point of the reader remains with David, who 
is brutally beaten, set on fire, and locked in a separate room, powerless to act (88-99). The event 
is recounted as a separation of one from the other, and the narration of the text lies within David’s 
subjective experience. “His child is in the hands of strangers. In a minute, in an hour, it will be 
too late; whatever is happening to her will be set in stone, will belong to the past. But now it is 
not too late. Now he must do something” (94). A prevention of trauma in this instant relies on an 
inter-subjective connectedness, yet such is not the case in the narrative. As the event ends, David 
and Lucy’s trauma and separation are complete, “‘My child, my child!’ he says, holding out his 
arms to her. When she does not come, he puts aside his blanket, stands up, and takes her in his 
arms. In his embrace she is stiff as a pole, yielding nothing” (99).
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devastates any remaining dynamism retained in his existence up to this 
encounter.6

The trauma arising from violent encounters within deeply established relation-
ships where a feeling-for-the-other is already present is able to unveil how power 
dominates the vulnerable. Within the context of Disgrace, Lucy’s disgrace re-
veals to David his own complicity in parallel instances of violence and domina-
tion, awakening him to a new horizon concerning power and vulnerability. The 
ethical orientation arising from such an encounter emerges from the feelings 
present for the vulnerable other, whose humiliation, loss, and pain shock the sub-
ject out of any delusion that power is neutral and that suffering does not concern 
the one who encounters it. Thus, for David, the relational closeness of a parent for 
a child with its implicit concern for the other’s well-being begins a slow, painful 
conversion concerning previously dismissed vulnerability and any justification of 
coercion and violation.

What we witness in David and Lucy’s relationship is akin to what is described 
by Emmanuel Lévinas as the face-to-face encounter, i.e., the ethical even upon 
which all conceptualist philosophy is premised. In such meetings, the embodied 
trauma of one creates a differentiated, though parallel trauma in the other, dis-
rupting the egoism of a subject and any assumption that one’s epistemological 
horizon is sufficient to understand the life and vulnerability of the other.7 Lévinas 
is thus concerned to overcome what he sees as the fundamental flaw within all 
Western philosophy, namely, the reduction of the other to the same.8 In the en-
counter with the face, the frailty and powerlessness of the other’s embodied na-
ture awaken a subject to concern for its vulnerability, demanding a change in the 
dynamics of an existent relationship. The summons is not something prepared for 

6 The abyss is highlighted by Lucy’s request to David after the event that he not speak of her part 
in the attack. “‘David, when people ask, would you mind keeping to your own story, to what 
happened to you?’ He does not understand. ‘You tell what happened to you, I tell what happened 
to me,’ she repeats” (99). The trauma each experiences are one’s own and David, while touched 
by Lucy’s trauma, cannot access hers in any direct way able to absolutely embrace her pain. This 
point deserves more attention that can be provided here, but could be fruitfully discussed in dia-
logue with Lévinas’ differentiation between the “saying” and the “said.” “The pre-original saying 
does move into language, in which saying and said are correlative of one another, and the saying 
is subordinated to its theme. . . . The correlation of the saying and the said, that is, the subordin-
ation of the saying to the said, to the linguistic system and to ontology, is the price manifestation 
demands. In language qua said everything is conveyed before us, be it at the price of a betrayal. . . . 
Language permits us to utter, be it by betrayal, this outside of being, this ex-ception to being, as 
tough being’s other we an event of being.” Emmanuel Lévinas, Otherwise Than Being, or, Beyond 
Essence (Pittsburgh, PA: Duquesne University Press, 1998), 4. 

7 The face may be manifested through the vulnerability of a literal face or through corporality in 
general: “the whole body—a hand or a curve of the shoulder—can express as the face.” Emmanuel 
Lévinas, Totality and Infinity: An Essay on Exteriority (Pittsburgh: Duquesne University Press, 
1969), 262.

8 “Western philosophy has most often been an ontology: a reduction of the other to the same by 
interposition of a middle and neutral term that ensures the comprehension of being.” Ibid., 43.
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nor rationally calculated by the subject, but emerges as epiphany without recourse 
to a priori principles; it is as an irrefutable non-power, able to reorient the dynam-
ics of power between a subject and a stranger.9 Ethics as first philosophy is thus 
the awakening of a subject by the vulnerability of the other, which possesses an 
authoritative weight and height beyond conceptualization and without circum-
scribing the other within any horizon but its own.10 

The infinity of the face, i.e., its inability to be circumscribed by the horizon of 
the subject, is further understood by Lévinas to be paradoxically immanent within 
and yet not reducible to the body of the other. As such, the face, while manifest in 
the body can never be utterly contained within any one form of vulnerability, oc-
curring in an infinite plurality of forms. The face is not reducible to the body at all, 
but transcends materiality itself as it retreats from the totalizing horizon of the 
subject, revealing itself as an infinite, transcendent reality irreducible to any nor-
malized form. The face exists paradoxically within and beyond form, perceptible 
within a limited phenomenology but always retreating from the totalizing ten-
dency of the subject through its openness to infinity.11 As a result, the non-phe-
nomenal reality of the face, from across an abyss that cannot be encompassed 
reveals the possibility of infinite manifestations within a borderless plurality of 
forms. Thus, despite the irreducible singularity of encounters with the face, and 
its ability to touch the material, its presence cannot be circumscribed within any 
one phenomenon as it always flees from the concrete even as it is manifest within 
it. In the context of our discussion then, while the assault on Lucy is one of the 
principle instances of violence and vulnerability in the novel, the face could not 

9 In contrast to the epistemic and ethical reductionism that takes place in any instance of interpreta-
tion, Lévinas suggests that the other must be allowed to reveal their difference apart from the bias 
of a subjective horizon, and thus takes on a revelation like character. Lévinas is after the “as such” 
or the “in itself” (kath auto) of difference. “Manifestation kath auto consists in a being telling itself 
to us independently of every position we would have taken in its regard, expressing itself” (Ibid., 
65). While the epiphanous nature of the facial encounter should be maintained, and the alterity of 
the other not totalized by the subject, an unmediated encounter that bypasses any horizon, reveal-
ing the other kath auto seems impossible. Some mediation is required as the subject cannot view 
the world beyond their body, but this does not necessitate that alterity is thereby consumed by the 
totalizing power of the subject. 

10 The height of the other is the means by which the trace of God is known on Earth. In the in inter-
view, “the Paradox of Morality,” Lévinas says, “there are these two strange things in the face: it 
extreme frailty—the fact of being without means and, on the other hand, there is authority. It is 
as if God spoke through the face. . . . For me, these two starting points are essential: the idea of 
extreme frailty, of demand, that the other is poor. It is worse than weakness, the superlative of 
weakness. He is so weak that he demands.” Emmanuel Lévinas, Tamra Wright, Peter Hughes, and 
Alison Ainley, “The Paradox of Morality,” in The Provocation of Levinas: Rethinking the Other, 
eds. Robert Bernasconi and David Wood (London: Routledge, 1988), 169-70.

11 Since there is no set form by which the face is manifest it is fundamentally a non-phenomenal 
reality that becomes embodied in the flesh. “The face is present in its refusal to be contained. In 
this sense it cannot be comprehended, that is, encompassed. It is nether seen nor touched—for in 
visual or tactile sensation the identity of the I envelops the alterity of the object, which becomes 
precisely a content” (Lévinas, Totality and Infinity, 194).
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be reduced to or contained within this one incomprehensible instance of trauma.12 
The face is manifest within Lucy’s body even as it retreats from this phenomenon 
and transcends any reduction to form.

The potential for further epiphany awakens in the infinity of the face, and in 
Disgrace, while hints of David’s openness to the other exist prior to Lucy’s trauma, 
his encounter with the non-power of her vulnerability profoundly disrupts and 
re-orients his egoism, opening the door for concern within and beyond the human 
as the narrative develops. In this sense, Coetzee’s narrative expands Lévinas 
understanding of the face.13 It is at this point in the narrative that David begins to 
embrace material vulnerability in ways he had previously dismissed, and while 
we could continue to look at his relationships with women, especially in his per-
ceptual change of his assault on Melanie Isaacs, I focus on how David’s encounter 
with his daughter’s face develops into a feeling-for-the-animal-other. 

In describing David’s embrace of the animal other in Coetzee’s narrative, it is 
important to note that the three men who attack David and sexually assault Lucy, 
also target the farm’s animals, specifically the canines housed in the kennel that 
Lucy operates on her farm.14 The attackers, despite being unthreatened by the 
dogs locked away in their kennels, nevertheless murder them all, with the excep-
tion of Katy, a bulldog living with Lucy after her keepers abandoned her to the 
farm.15 Katy, like David and Lucy, experiences her own trauma in the wake of the 
murders and the violence perpetrated against Lucy, manifesting itself in fear and 
depression much like the rest of the Lurie household. After the attack, she must be 

12 An openness to infinity is discussed briefly by Coetzee in his non-fiction essay, “Notes on Issues 
Raised by Matthew Calarco,” in The Death of the Animal: A Dialogue, ed. Paola Cavalieri (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 2009), 89-91. Here Coetzee discusses his affection for inoper-
able car that sits in his garage; a car he cannot haul away to the junk year so as to not “betray it.” 
See Matthew Calarco’s essay, “Toward an Agnostic Animal Ethics,” 73-84, in the same volume 
for a more detailed philosophical account of Lévinasian infinity applied to the non-human world, 
or his larger work, Zoographies: The Question of the Animal from Heidegger to Derrida (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 2008). 

13 While “non-power” is a Derridean term, it is rooted in Lévinas. “This infinity, stronger than murder, 
already resists us in his [sic] face, is his face, is the primordial expression, is the first word: ‘you 
shall not commit murder.’ The infinite paralyses power by its infinite resistance to murder, which, 
firm and insurmountable, gleams in the face of the other, in the total nudity of his defenceless eyes, 
in the nudity of the absolute openness of the Transcendent. There is here a relation not with very 
great resistance, but with something absolutely other: the resistance of what has no resistance—the 
ethical resistance” (Totality and Infinity, 194). This account demonstrates why an unmediated 
approach to the face is incoherent, as the reception of the face, and the possibility of resistance 
and summons, depends on a dialogue with a being who can comprehend the other. In this case, the 
face requires the interpretive horizon of the subject, guided by empathy at least, to express itself 
as face. There is more entanglement in these encounters than Lévinas allows. 

14 Coetzee, Disgrace, 113. The murder of the dogs on the farm is not simple, brazen cruelty or pure 
species prejudice, but linked to the broader narrative of the racist South African matrix, “where 
dogs are bred to snarl at the smell of a black man” (110). 

15 Katy is introduced in Disgrace (69) as abandoned, old and in poor health, struggling even to 
defecate with ease. Prior to the attack, Katy had been walking with David and Lucy, and was not 
present to the attackers to be killed. On the murder of the dogs, see p. 95. 
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“coaxed out of her hiding-place. . . . She is subdued and timorous, following Lucy 
about, keeping close to her heels. Life, from moment to moment, is not as before. 
The house feels alien, violated; they are continually on alert, listening for sounds.”16 
Thus, there are parallel instances of violence and trauma resulting from the attack 
on Lucy’s farm: David is beaten and set on fire; Lucy is raped; six dogs are mur-
dered, and Katy lives on though in perpetual fear resulting from further uncer-
tainty concerning her well-being.

Out of these parallel traumas experienced within the Lurie household, David’s 
life and perception of the other are radically disrupted. While his focus during and 
immediately after the attack rests on his daughter, though peripherally noticed in 
Katy as well, the infinity of the face awakens David to new, transgressive forms 
of vulnerability. Soon after the attack, in preparation for a community wide cele-
bratory feast for a neighbor, whom is suspected to have had a role in the attack on 
the farm, David has a surprising reaction to an encounter with two goats awaiting 
slaughter, “destined since birth for the butcher’s knife.”17 After arguing with 
Petrus, Lucy’s neighbor and owner of the animals, over whether the goats should 
be allowed to graze properly while tied up, David confesses to Lucy a sudden 
disapproval of “bringing the slaughter-beasts home to acquaint them with the 
people who are going to eat them,” suggesting instead that they be raised and 
killed away from his gaze.18 “A bond seems to have come into existence between 
himself and the two Persians, he does not know how. The bond is not one of af-
fection. It is not even a bond with these two in particular, whom he could not pick 
out from a mob in a field. Nevertheless, suddenly and without reason, their lot has 
become important to him.”19 While discussing this feeling with Lucy, David 
maintains that his view of non-human animals has not changed, claiming that he 
does not worry about which of them lives and dies nor see them as having a con-
cern for life, but “nevertheless,” he says, “in this case I am disturbed. I can’t say 
why. . . . I never imagined I would end up talking this way.”20

The subtle encounter with Katy and the overt experience of the vulnerability of 
the goats prepares the reader for David’s continued awakening, resulting in a full 
embrace of transgressive vulnerability within his volunteer work at a local animal 
welfare clinic; a task he undertakes upon moving in with Lucy to pass the time. 
David works as an assistant to veterinarian Bev Shaw, increasing his presence at 
the clinic after the attack take his mind off of the anxieties of life on the farm. 
While he volunteers for any job he can, David becomes engrossed in the Sunday 

16 Ibid., 85. 
17 Ibid., 123.
18 Ibid., 124. 
19 Ibid., 126. His outward insistence on not changing is juxtaposed with his inner wondering if change 

is necessary: “Do I have to change, he thinks?” (126).
20 Ibid., 127.
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afternoon task of euthanizing “the week’s superfluous canines,” who, because of 
neglect and their own frailty, can no longer find fulfillment in the Eastern Cape.21 
All are vulnerable; they are unable to care for themselves and suffering greatly as 
they wait for the end of the world. David “is the one who holds the dog still as the 
needle finds the vein and the drug hits the heart and the legs buckle and the eyes 
dim . . . dispatch[ing] it to oblivion.”22 Despite his familiarity with the process 
after carrying countless dogs toward death, his feeling-for-the-canine-other does 
not dissipate and turn to an anticipated callousness. On the contrary, his feeling 
increases with each subsequent encounter: “The more killings he assists in, the 
more jittery he gets,” and on one Sunday, “driving home . . . he actually has to 
stop at the roadside to recover himself. Tears flow down his face that he cannot 
stop; his hands shake. He does not understand what is happening to him. Until 
now he has been more or less indifferent to animals.”23

David’s “whole being is gripped by what happens in the theater. He is con-
vinced the dogs know their time has come.”24 Despite the care given by him and 
Bev, David perceives the trauma of each dog that faces death: “they flatten their 
ears, they droop their tales, as if they too feel the disgrace of dying; locking their 
legs, they have to be pulled or pushed or carried over the threshold.”25 And so, 
David embraces the fear and vulnerability of these dogs: the ones who kick and 
buckle, along with the ones who sniff him and lick his hand. He carries them into 
the theater, accompanying, supporting, and remembering them in the wake of 
their trauma when the world is no more.26 He carries them into death and beyond 
the end of the world. He carries them after their souls have departed, and so that 
their corpses might not be mangled to fit more easily in the local incinerator, he 
oversees their bodies as they are burned up, supporting his newly formed idea of 

“a world in which men do not use shovels to beat corpses into a more convenient 
shape for processing.”27 In all of this, David Lurie, the dog-man, carries the ca-
nine-other when the world is gone, “once they are unable, utterly unable to take 
care of themselves.”28

Several times David claims to not understand the transformation he undergoes, 
going so far as to think of his actions as irrational, characterizing them as “stupid, 

21 Ibid., 142.
22 Ibid.
23 Ibid., 143.
24 Ibid. 
25 Ibid.
26 Cf. Paul Celan, Große Glühende Wölbung. “Die Welt ist fort, ich muß dich tragen.” See also 

Jacques Derrida’s essay, “Rams: Uninterrupted Dialogue—Between Two Infinities, the Poem,” in 
Sovereignties in Question: The Poetics of Paul Celan, eds. Jacques Derrida, Thomas Dutoit, and 
Outi Pasanen (New York: Fordham University Press, 2005), 135-63, esp. 157-59.

27 Coetzee, Disgrace, 146.
28 Ibid.
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daft, wrongheaded.”29 Such statements display Disgrace’s radical Lévinasian cri-
tique of popular Western ethics and rationality, focused as it is on abstract calcu-
lation and conceptualization after the primordial event wherein vulnerable bodies 
call humanity to new a new type of relationship. In contrast to such a conceptual-
ist ethic, David’s transformation is not rooted in abstract intellectualism nor cal-
culated by reifying the other into a neat, mechanistic object for scrutiny. Rather, 
his change is as a sudden awakening, an epiphany drawn out by a new feeling-for-
the-other, rooted in emotion as empathy arises in the wake of the trauma of a 
world that is perpetually toward-death. David’s pathos is a visceral response to an 
irrefutable summons from the face of the other, who comes to him with an au-
thoritative weight and height. By the end of Disgrace, the power David once 
holds, a power allowing the assault of both Mealnie Isaacs and Lucy Lurie, is 
disrupted, abandoned, and given over to the dogs.30 

This reading of David Lurie is very non-Lévinasian in a sense, despite my re-
liance on his thought to explain his encounters and transformation.31 I am claim-

29 Ibid.
30 While the sudden compassion for the animal-other is certainly tied to his feeling for Lucy in the 

wake of the attack, as well as his own horizon as a vulnerable person, it seems that what David 
feels is not a simple transference of feelings-for-the-human onto the animal, though they are 
inseparable phenomena. The presence of the animal other is necessary for such encounters to 
occur. The goats and the dogs in these events exercise their own subjective power over David, 
and while he conceptualizes them in a new light as a result of his own bio-historical experience of 
encounters with human vulnerability, this does not eliminate the vulnerability of the non-human 
from playing a dynamic role in the encounter, which takes place prior to conceptualization in the 
non-phenomenal, a-temporal reality of ethics. 

31 Lévinas refuses to expand the face to the non-human. Throughout Totality and Infinity, he has two 
general lines of thought concerning non-human animals and why they ought to be excluded from 
discussions concerning the face. First, he claims that such animals do not transcend their biology 
by means of a genuine ethical response to others. Animals are categorically restricted to egocentric 
biological drives and the human transcends being and animality through abandoning egocentrism 
and expressing concern for the other. Second, he claims that non-human animals are not the kind 
of beings that are of concern to human ethical consideration. The non-human animal has presence 
only within the context of human concerns as objects and not presence that resists categorization. 
Non-humans lack any kind of expressivity kath auto. They exist passively outside of the scope 
of language and signification. Both of these claims are questionable and based upon dubious 
presuppositions. Concerning both claims, speaking in terms of a generic bifurcation of human 
and non-human animals is incoherent. Claim 1 is a misrepresentation of Darwinian biology and 
is ignorant of modern ethological literature. Additionally, a case can be made that human morality 
is not the radical break from biology that Lévinas claims.

  Further, claim 2 defies much practical knowledge that non-humans do in fact concern human 
ethical sympathies. It likewise defies modern biological and ethological knowledge concerning 
the complex neurology of some animals, and the fact that our systems of knowledge cannot in 
fact know what happens within and beyond animal life. Both claims are grounded simply in 
metaphysical anthropocentrism, i.e., a thinking wherein human normativity is uncritically taken 
as the starting point for all epistemological inquiry. In light of biology, cosmology, historicism, 
and advances in other disciplines, such a metaphysic is no longer tenable. Lévinas’ metaphysical 
anthropocentrism is also inconsistent with his basic philosophy that refuses to reduce the other to 
the same. His emphasis on the infinity of the other and the lack of restriction the face may take 
regarding physical form would serve as a guide opening us to the potential infinite ethical sum-
mons encountered in any given relationship with materiality. The spirit of Lévinas’ work refutes 
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ing a much more inclusive understanding of the face than Lévinas allows, es-
chewing his idea that the face comes to us exclusively as an unmediated encounter 
through the body of a human subject. Moving beyond Lévinas’ hegemonic an-
thropocentrism, I suggest that the face emerges amidst the impossible complexity 
of material entanglement, within a world that is always toward-death and unable 
to escape its own vulnerability as it strives toward fulfillment in a planetary and 
cosmic community. Such an immense vision of entanglement and vulnerability 
actually preserves the infinity of the face that Lévinas rightly embraces, though 
remains limited within the boundaries of his anthropic horizon. As the empathy of 
the human encounters the vulnerability of a world-toward-death, a feeling-for-
the-other might emerge that, while parallel to our feeling-for-the-human, is not 
reducible to a species-specific horizon.32 As such, the empathy of the human 
would become open to the infinity of the face manifest in an infinite plurality of 
forms, whenever we are awakened by the vulnerability of things. This does not 
suggest that we overcome the abyss between subject and the other, which is per-
petually maintained in our inability to encompass the other as they perpetually 
retreat toward infinity. And yet, I suggest that David Lurie’s feeling-for-the-other, 
arising in his perception of the infinitely other trauma Lucy experiences, under-
stood as well as it can be within his bio-historical horizon, disruptively co-creates 
a sensitivity for vulnerability to the point where he becomes open to further dis-
ruption from embodied vulnerability previously alien to him.33 The face of the 

his own prejudice. Still, his work remains crucial for ethics today, once rehabilitated from his own 
reduction of the other to the same. 

32 We do not directly experience the trauma of the other, nor is it our feeling-for-the-other simply our 
construction. These would result in a reduction of the other to the same and/or a solipsistic horizon. 
Instead, the feeling-for-the-other is a construction resulting from an entanglement of bodies in 
which the experience of the other emerges from a “dialogue” in which all parties involved contrib-
utes something to the emergent feeling. Thus, a feeling-for-the-other is co-created by the subject 
and the other (as well as the impossible complex world in which the partners reside) and as such 
cannot be singularly linked to either party in the dialogue; it is not an unmediated revelation as 
its touches bodies that feel-for-the-other, nor is it a solipsistic construction because it cannot exist 
without difference. Instead, the event transcends both of these frameworks as well as the bodies 
that contribute to the dialogue. The difference of bodies prevents us from totalizing the experience 
of the other, but our construction is meaningless apart from some form of dialogue with difference 
occurring in embodied entanglement. Co-creation through relationship roots our ontology, and as 
such, the other is infinite, perpetually retreating, but is also inseparable from our bodies.

  Because of this co-creative ontology, there is an infinite nature to subject and other, neither able 
to be reified, known “as such” or wholly responsible for revealing or creating knowledge. The 
other is necessarily “in” the subject, or else no experience could occur. This requires some level 
of sameness between subject and other, but it is not an absolute sameness to the point where it 
could be described a conflation or circumscription, nor is it a conceptualized reduction of the 
other to the same. The other is simultaneously and paradoxically “within” the subject, even as 
they are infinitely retreating to the “outside” from any totalizing horizon. So, while the subject 
cannot experience the feeling of the other neither can they have a relationship at all apart from 
the penetration of the other. Thus co-creation becomes a necessary, even if paradoxical image for 
understanding relationships, trauma, and a feeling for the other. 

33 While we cannot avoid understanding within a framework, our horizons do allow for the idea 
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animal-other is thus recognized after the relational event in which feelings of 
empathy results from parallel and entangled vulnerabilities.34 Regardless of form, 
David’s compassionate feeling-for-the-other, occurring beyond time, conceptual-
ization, and a priori principles, becomes authoritative for ethics, displacing no-
tions of dispassionate analysis, calculation, and appeals to traditions as the only 
guides for moral considerability.35 As such, Disgrace perpetuates Coetzee’s en-
during critique of Western rationality with its reduction of ethics to calculable 
processes, providing instead sublime insight into the event transpiring when hu-
mans are confronted with vulnerability. In this framework, the ethical is known 

of difference, transcendence and infinity, making it possible to embrace the parallel vulnerabil-
ities without insisting that such vulnerability is manifested and experienced exactly how ours is. 

Mirror neurons and their role in empathy in the human and beyond may be a way to understand 
this phenomenon and the ability to genuinely feel the trauma of the other without reducing their 
experience to our own. Mirror neurons produce a parallel physiological feeling in a subject, as 
they perceive other vulnerabilities. Yet, parallel need not equate to sameness, but an overlap within 
a difference that cannot be separated from the unified matrix of materiality. As such, a body may 
understand the other prior to conceptualization, and as such only recognize the face, as Lévinas 
would have it, after the fact of encounter. The physiology of mirror neurons suggests that we feel 
something of the other, though the ultimate difference in embodiment and horizon would preserve 
the alterity of the other, who retreats toward infinity after causing a parallel feeling of trauma. The 
difference in physiology and horizon increases as we move from human/human relationships to 
human/non-human relationships, but this is perhaps overcome as we recognize that the human 
form is not the only way of being in the universe, and that despite the infinite separation between 
ourselves and the animal-other and beyond, our feeling-for-the-other need not be restricted to 
complete understanding of what it is to be other. I suggest that mirror neurons result in paradox: 
the subject experiences the pain of the other, as the physiological responses are biologically linked, 
even as the other retreats infinitely as they exist within their own horizon for understanding their 
own trauma. The trauma is parallel but not the same.  

34 While I do not wish to suggest this essay sheds light on Coetzee’s intent as an author or is anything 
more than a description of my own engagement with his novel, his non-fiction writings on animals 
confirms that my suggestions for Lurie’s life and its applicability for other human is a possibility. 

“We (participants in this dialogue) are where we are today not because once upon a time we read a 
book that convinced us that there was a flaw in the thinking underlying the way we, collectively, 
treat nonhuman animals, but because in each of us there took place something like a conversion 
experience, which, being educated people who place a premium on rationality, we then proceeded 
to seek backing for in the writings of thinkers and philosophers. Our conversion experience as 
often as not centered on some other mute appeal of the kind that Lévinas calls the look, in which 
the existential autonomy of the Other became irrefutable—irrefutable by any means, including 
rational argument.” John M. Coetzee, “Notes on Issues Raised by Matthew Calarco,” in The Death 
of the Animal: A Dialogue, ed. Paola Cavalieri (New York: Columbia University Press, 2009), 89.

35 Much animal philosophy and theology today is based on human judgment of what attributes 
count as morally dignifying (e.g., being the subject of a life, physiology allowing suffering, lan-
guage possession, theory of mind) and what traditional authorities justify us being kind to the 
animal-other. The attributes focused on are invariably related to what human’s prize, effectively 
determining who is “in” and who is “out” by conformity to some manner of human normativity. 
By attributing “rights” to some who meet the humanist criteria, new hierarchical boundaries are in-
scribed that might prove detrimental to non-human dignity. The circle of moral dignity is expanded, 
but those allowed in are done so insofar as they are like the human. While pragmatic on a certain 
level, it undercuts the goal of animal rights philosophy in the long run and is logically incoher-
ent and philosophically suspect to combat speciesism with the logic of metaphysical anthropo-
centrism. For more, see the works of Cary Wolfe, esp. What Is Posthumanism? (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 2010); Animal Rites American Culture, the Discourse of Species, 
and Posthumanist Theory (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003).
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beyond onto-theology, emerging prior to time and thought in the relational en-
tanglement of transgressive bodies.36

Pathos for the Animal in Early Jesus Traditions
While this analysis has been literary and philosophical, it is not for that reason 
unrelated to theology and the rethinking of religious responses to the animal-other. 
Despite the Christian tradition’s relative lack of concern for animal well-being, as 
well as the type of ethics described above, I suggest, continuing to follow Lévi-
nas, that the tradition is in fact rooted in just such a feeling-for-the-other, which 
includes concern for non-human vulnerability and well being.37 The seemingly odd 
pairing of a literary analysis and an examination of the Gospels follows from the 
recognition that what is present but lost in some frameworks is able to be re-vital-
ized through a wider engagement with one’s world, wherein the interconnected 
truth revealed in one place demands a re-consideration of the truth revealed in 
other places. My assumption here is simply that human narratives found in liter-
ature, film, or any work of art, regardless of their cultural matrix, i.e., their time 
period, genre, communicatory medium, or subject matter, reveal truth, and often 
demand wider dialogue with various interconnected frameworks. I suggest that 

36 The ethical does not emerge in a conscience awareness of linear events; once it is conceptualized 
it has already happened and retreated, transcending thought to eternity and infinity. The ethical 
event is always in the past, has always already happened, and as such it can never be experienced 
phenomenally. Once we begin to reflect the event is gone, and its trace remains; a trace that cannot 
be touched or circumscribed, but has left in its wake the feeling required to construct rationality 
and thought itself.

37 Concerning religion, Lévinas principally speaks of Judaism, but his philosophy of religion and 
ethics of the face-to-face encounter, more broadly understood, applies to theological thought as a 
whole in the same manner in which it applies to philosophical thought. Ethics is the starting point 
for subsequent theological and philosophical reflection. Speaking of Judaism in an interview en-
titled “Reality has Weight,” Lévinas reflects: “There I rediscover the fact that every philosophical 
experience rests upon a pre-philosophical one. In Jewish thought, I encountered the fact that ethics 
is not a simple region of being. The encounter with the other offers us the first meaning, and in the 
extension of this encounter, we discover all others. Ethics is a decisive experience.” Emmanuel 
Lévinas and Jill Robbins, Is it Righteous to Be?: Interviews with Emmanuel Lévinas (Stanford, 
CA: Stanford University Press, 2001), 160. And again, when asked if he believed that “at the origin 
of philosophizing, there is an intuition of being which would be close to religion?,” responded: 

“I would say yes, in fact, insofar as the relation to the other is the beginning of the intelligible. I 
cannot describe the relation to God without speaking of my concern for the other” (171). And such 
applies across the boundary of Judaism and Christianity: “When I speak to a Christian, I always 
quote Matthew 25: the relation to God is presented there as a relation to another person. It is not a 
metaphor; in the other, there is a real presence of God. In my relation to the other, I hear the word 
of God. It is not a metaphor. It is not only extremely important; it is literally true. I’m not saying 
that the other is God, but that in his or her face I hear the word of God” (171). Theology, like 
philosophy is not primary; it is a theoretical analysis of what transpires in and beyond the ethical 
event, which awakens the human subject to concern for the other when one is confronted by the 
vulnerability of the stranger. The event itself, however, is not theology, nor is it philosophy, but 
ethics, and it is from this pre-conceptual experience that theology, philosophy, and intelligibility 
itself follow. “The face is the beginning of intelligibility,” and the “original ethical event . . . would 
also be first theology” (165, 182). 
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here that Coetzee’s Disgrace draws out a common human ethical inheritance of 
morality rooted in a feeling-for-the-other. I suggest that ethical framework emer-
ging from Disgrace is able to wake the Christian imagination from a dream world 
where the human is the center of moral concern and where ethics derives from an 
authority other than the divine vulnerability of the Another. The Christian tradition, 
I insist, shares in a deeper human heritage largely forgotten and as such must 
re-imagination itself.

Thus, in response to Disgrace as a revelatory work of art, I here engage the 
Sabbath traditions of the Hebrew and Greek bibles, as well as a late gospel frag-
ment that constructs a picture of Jesus as one concerned with the animal other. 
What I hope to demonstrate is that such a feeling-for-the-other-animal is a basic 
human context, discernable across the boundaries of textual and cultural trad-
itions. While there are several legislative texts in the Hebrew Bible that prescribe 
proper behavior during the Sabbath, I focus here on Exodus 23:10-12, as part of 
a larger proscription for right living in the land that includes the ten command-
ments and samples of related social justice laws.38 

You shall sow your land for six years and gather in its yield, but on 
the seventh year you shall let it rest and lie fallow, so that the needy 
of your people may eat; and whatever they leave the beast of the 
field may eat. You are to do the same with your vineyard and your 
olive grove. Six days you are to do your work, but on the seventh 
day you shall cease from labor so that your ox and your donkey 
may rest, and the son of your female slave, as well as your foreign-
er, may refresh themselves (Exod 23:10-12).

The first section of the legislation (Exod 23:10-11) focuses on the Sabbath year. 
During this time the land was not to be worked and crops were not to be harvested. 
The purpose of this practice was to ensure the vibrancy of the poor and vulnerable 
dwelling within the land. While other Sabbatical passages focus on rest and re-
membrance of the Divine (e.g., Exod 20:8-10), the concern of this text rests solely 
with the bodily well-being of the poorest and most vulnerable members of society, 
including the other-than human animals that live within and depend upon the hu-
man community. Despite the priority the human poor receive in this passage, the 
clear parallelism places non-human animals within the same category of vulner-
ability in need of protection. The other-than-human animal, alongside of the poor, 

38 Not all of the laws included here can be seen in a liberative light. Some would need to be eschewed 
as irrelevant or inappropriate. Thus, the acceptance of the moral considerability of animals in the 
Sabbath laws need not provide justification for all laws encountered.
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are those most likely to be overlooked in Israel and thus both find protection under 
the laws emerging from divine pathos.39

The second section of the legislation (Exod 23:12) proscribes action for the 
Sabbath day, wherein animals, slaves, and non-Israelites are allowed rest from 
their work. While there are likely echoes of other Sabbath proscriptions that point 
to the need for remembering the deity on this day, the purpose in this text is again 
overtly oriented toward justice for the vulnerable, suggestive that the treatment of 
all animal bodies, human and nonhuman alike, are a concern of Divine pathos. In 
the Sabbatical legislation then, animals are counted among the most vulnerable of 
the land, given special compassion and concern, placing them in a position of 
solidarity with other trangressive bodies, especially the poor and non-Isrtaelites. I 
stress here that ethics are determined not by rational calculation, but because 
some vulnerable body has revealed its need and demanded that those with power 
attend to such vulnerability. 

These Sabbath related ethics are carried into the Greek Bible, which deepens 
the connection to vulnerability and human feeling-for-the-animal-other.40 The 
Gospels continue the connection between animal vulnerability and the Sabbath as 
a day to exercise special empathy for vulnerable bodies. Although not the main 
thrust of the narratives, the voice of animal vulnerability and human pathos per-
sists in these texts. The relevant teachings are found in Matt 12:1-14 and Luke 
13:10-17; 14:1-14. I here examine Matthew’s account.

Matthew 12:1-14 remembers the spirit of the controversial encounters arising 
between Jesus and a group of Pharisees in Judea regarding rules of conduct during 
the Sabbath. In Matthew’s remembrance of the controversy, two different but 
entangled narratives are constructed, both centered on divine and human feeling 
concerning embodied vulnerability. Revealed at the heart of these narratives is the 
role Another plays in determining what is ethical in a given circumstance. It is the 
demand of a vulnerable body, which summon for a feeling for the other that de-
termines right ethical behavior in a given context. The moral logic continues to 
assert the superiority of pathos as an ethical guide over tradition and dispassionate 
calculation about truth and goodness. 

The first narrative (Matt 12:1-8) describes a conflict over the practice of pick-
ing grain on the Sabbath, an act contrary to certain Pharisaic law but not the habits 
of some. Jesus’s defense of picking grain on the Sabbath is rooted in divine com-

39 This is by no means a law code that resists all violence toward animals. The cult of Israel slaugh-
tered animals on a regular basis. Yet, this law does take animal bodies seriously and advocates 
their general well-being. 

40 For a more thorough examination of Jesus’ teachings on animals see Richard Bauckham, “Jesus 
and Animals I: What did He Teach,” and “Jesus and Animals II: What did he Practice,” in Animals 
on the Agenda: Questions about Animals for Ethics and Theology, eds. Andrew Linzey and 
Dorothy Yamamato (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1998), 33-60.
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passion for one’s basic need of food and emphasizes David’s consumption of 
consecrated bread, an act ordinarily forbidden but accepted out of compassion for 
his vulnerability manifest in hunger. Jesus goes on to further root such a reaction 
to eating in the basic Divine orientation toward human beings as one of empathy, 
mercy, and compassion in the face of vulnerability as revealed in Hosea 6:6, indi-
cating that God “desire[s] compassion, and not a sacrifice.” A proper ethical 
orientation toward Another’s frailty is not an abstract calculation of the proper 
application of tradition and law applied dispassionately apart from the peculiarity 
of context but a compassionate response to the weakness of the other. It is the 
frailty of David manifest in his hunger that faces Divinity and summons mercy. 
Divinity here embraces the authoritative height of David’s weakness, a weakness 
so great that it demands, even in the face of God. The ethical in such cases, and 
the heart of the spirit of Sabbath celebration, is determined through relationships 
and the authoritative summons of the other’s embodied vulnerability. 

In the second narrative of the pericope (Matt 12:9-14), Jesus again breaks the 
custom of some by healing on the Sabbath. Prior to the healing, Jesus inquires 
about the nature of the Sabbath with its ethical demands and once more asserts 
that the tradition exists to promote compassion toward embodied vulnerability. As 
such, the Sabbath is a day entirely suitable for responding to needs of others who 
demand that we act on their behalf. In making this argument, Jesus employs a 
classic Rabbinical heuristic device that uses a lesser example to establish a more 
important point.41 Here Jesus rhetorically asks who would allow an injured animal 
to remain in a well if it had fallen in on the Sabbath, implying that no one would 
refuse empathy to an injured animal on the Sabbath so there are no grounds for 
withholding one’s empathy for humans even if it could be abstractly construed as 
work. One again, empathy and feeling-for-the-other is the key to ethical behavior, 
which arises in the space of concrete relationships. The intra-textuality of the 
pericope with Exodus as well as the appeal to Hosea demands that we see Sabbath 
as guided by the authoritative summons of the face-to-face encounter with human 
or non-human vulnerability.42 While the human is the focus, the rhetoric of the 
passage assumes that one would be merciful beyond the borders of species.43 

These Sabbath controversies, along with other New Testament narratives (e.g., 
Jesus’s reference to the death of sparrows Matt 10:29-31; Luke 12:6-7), give evi-

41 For other uses of the qal wa-homer argument see Richard Bauckham, “Jesus and Animals I,” 44-45.
42 The fact that animal well-being is not the main point in this narrative is irrelevant. The “lesser” 

good is by no means unimportant in the qal wa-homer. The same is true of Jesus’ teaching on 
divine concern for sparrows in Matt 10:29-31; Luke 12:6-7.

43 It is unlikely that Jesus is merely talking about a person rescuing an animal out of selfish economic 
concern. This would break the continuity between the parallel examples in the previous narrative 
concerning compassion, as well as the rhetoric of the qal wa-homer. Likewise, the mentioning of 
animal well-being and Sabbath almost certainly draws on the legal tradition of Israel as animals 
are mentioned alongside of vulnerable humans in the basic distillations of Sabbath law.
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dence of a larger tradition of a divine pathos for human and non-human alike, 
based not in some ontological law of goodness, but an ethical metaphysic that 
defers to the authority of the vulnerable other. Though more transgressive bodies 
never retained a central importance in Christianity, and likely never had such a 
status, it is clear that the early Church and many since have told stories reflecting 
the Divine pathos for animal vulnerability that arose not from abstract calculation 
or a tradition that commanded kindness to the animal other. Instead, such stories 
reflected an appeal to the authority of Another and the subjective feelings arising 
from encounters with frailty in the face of transgressive bodies. 

An enigmatic apocryphal story in written in Coptic summarizes the feeling-for-
the-other-animal expressed in the lives of some Christians in the early Church. 

It happened that the Lord went forth from the city and walked with 
his disciples over the mountains. And they came to a mountain, and 
the road which led to it was steep. There they found a man with a 
sumpter-mule. But the animal had fallen for the burden was too 
heavy, and he beat it that it bled. And Jesus came to him and said, 
Man, why dost thou beat thine animal? Seest thou not that it is too 
weak for its burden, and knowest thou not that it suffers pains? But 
the man answered and said, What is that to you? I can beat it as 
much as I please, since it is my property, and I bought it for a good 
sum of money. Ask those that are there with thee, for they know 
me and know thereof. And some of the disciples said, Yea Lord, it 
is as he says. We have seen how he bought it. But the Lord said, Do 
you notice how it bleeds, and hear you not how it laments and 
cries? But they answered and said, Nay Lord, we hear not how it 
laments and cries? And the Lord was sad and exclaimed, Woe to 
you, that ye hear not how it complains to the Creator in heaven, and 
cries for mercy. But three times woe to him of whom it complains 
and cries in distress. And he came forth and touched the animal. 
And it arose and its wounds were healed. And Jesus said to the man, 
Now go on and beat it no more, that you also may find mercy.44

Narratives such as this, along with traditions related to the Sabbath and other 
texts from the Greek Bible, reveal some of the lesser-known stories the early 
Church told about Jesus, Divinity, and their own relationship with other-than-hu-
man-animals. These narratives reveal a deep-seated openness on the part of some 

44 This text is found in Roderic Dunkerley, Beyond the Gospels (Middlesex, UK: Penguin Books, 
1957), 143-44. There is not much information on this text. The text is purported to come from “a 
Coptic Bible manuscript in the Paris Library. Search there however proved unsuccessful, and there 
the matter rests. It is usually considered to be an extract from some Coptic apocryphal work, of 
which there are many in existence” (143).
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to the vulnerability of animal bodies, and the role empathy, relationship, and the 
suffering of the other to reveal ethics in the heart of such encounters rather than 
appeals to rationality, calculation, and tradition. These stories embody a largely 
forgotten ethical tradition in the Christian faith, and transcend appeals reason, 
calculation, and tradition in favor of the voice of Another. Such narratives are 
necessary to explore further as we are reminded of different ways of approaching 
ethical truth outside of the boundaries of classical theology. As these other sources 
consider transgressive forms of ethical truth, theology would do well to enter into 
a dialogue with their witness, allowing the fruit of such a conversation guide us 
in re-imagining our religious traditions to better cope with the disruptive trauma 
arising within contemporary experiences of the world.

Such accounts of healing on the Sabbath, a day devoted to the vulnerability of 
the other, including the vulnerability of the non-human animal, are best under-
stood in light of Lévinas’ appeal to the ethical as the grounds of theology. The 
ethic arising in such passages in the biblical texts do not appeal to rationality, 
calculation, tradition, but to the god-like voice of Another emerging in face-to-
face encounters. It is this ethical event, when Another awakens the subject, that 
grounds not only the morality of the tradition, but the construction of the tradition 
itself. In such biblical traditions, Divinity is known in justice, and the ethical 
awakening of one to the vulnerability of a world that is perpetually toward-death 
in an infinite plurality of forms. Christianity I suggest, like Lévinas’ Judaism, and 
Coetzee’s literary world, is a tradition emerging from the ethical, beyond 
onto-theological appeals to truth that are set prior to the intelligibility that only 
awakens in concrete relationship, wherein “God comes to mind” in an infinite 
plurality of vulnerable forms.45

45 Lévinas and Robbins, Is it Righteous to Be?, 57.


