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BETWEEN YOU AND ME

Listening, neighborly love, and second-person poetics

claudia welz

Introduction:  
the love of the nearest and the love of the most distant

At the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, when infection of-
ten had lethal consequences since no vaccines were available, Bernd 
 Ulrich wrote the following lines in Die Zeit, the German weekly: “Da 
vorn sind Menschen auf dem Bürgersteig, jetzt bloß solidarisch sein 
und ihnen aus dem Weg gehen. Nächstenliebe als Fernstenliebe.” 
Translated freely: “There are human beings on the sidewalk; let us 
show solidarity and get out of their way. The love of the nearest has 
become the love of the farthest.”1 I guess this was meant at least partly 
ironically, yet Ulrich’s words were also deadly serious at a time when 
thousands of people, even young and previously healthy ones, died in 
agony and isolation after being infected. Love and concern for others 
were then expressed by distancing oneself physically from those who 
crossed one’s path—with the double effect of being considerate to par-
ticularly vulnerable groups who might not survive an infection, and 
protecting oneself from the unknown effects of an infection. 

If we reconsider the biblical concept and phenomenon of neigh-
borly love in the 21st century, this raises the question of whether the 
love of one’s neighbor (in German: Nächstenliebe, literally translated: 
“the love of the nearest”) still involves the proximity to the neighbor, 
or whether this has turned into the love of the most distant (Fernsten-
liebe). The danger of becoming infected with fatal diseases has chal-
lenged our ideas of how much safety distance there should be between 
us when we meet in public, and this may also have changed our sense 
of intimacy in private life. Yet, another question also emerges: Is the 
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idea of the neighbor intrinsically defined by proximity, in the sense 
of a measurable number of meters or centimeters, or is the neighbor 
defined by something else, which may not even be visible, let alone 
measurable—namely, a specific quality of the relationship that connects 
us, even over a spatial distance? If it is indeed the quality of the rela-
tionship that is decisive, this would explain why many of us feel so 
concerned by wars that are taking place far away, whether in Ukraine, 
in Gaza, or in Africa.

In his celebrated book, Ich und Du (1923), in English: I and Thou, 
Germanophone philosopher Martin Buber (1878–1965), who was 
born in Vienna, introduces a fundamental distinction between two 
attitudes:2 (1) The I–Thou attitude (Ich–Du Haltung) is not goal- 
directed, but instead implies that one “holds oneself” (sich halten) 
in a dialogical relationship, and “responds to the presence of the oth-
er spontaneously, innocently,” without any forethought or inten-
tion “other than being utterly present—attentive—to the presence of 
the other.”3 (2) If, in contrast, one assumes an I–It attitude (Ich–Es 
Haltung), one’s counterpart exists only as an object of one’s experi-
ence, and thus is instrumentalized. 

In this chapter, my reflections are based on the working hypothesis 
that the love of one’s neighbor, of one’s fellow human being, as com-
manded by the Hebrew Bible/Tanach (Leviticus 19:18) and the New 
Testament (Matthew 22:39)—“Love your neighbor as yourself”4—im-
plies an I–Thou relation, as described by Buber. If the I–Thou relation 
is characterized by one’s concentrated attention to the Other, thanks 
to communication technology, we need not necessarily be in the same 
room as the Other for our attitude to qualify as that of neighborly 
love. But who then, among millions of people, truly counts as “my” 
neighbor?

We will proceed in three steps. First, Jesus’s parable of the Good 
Samaritan will provide an answer to the question of who “my” neigh-
bor is. I draw on Søren Kierkegaard’s (1813–1855) thinking to distin-
guish between neighborly love and preferential and/or erotic love. 
Two contemporary examples that question the scope of Christian 
love today will lead us back to the biblical texts. Second, I will juxta-
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pose Diet rich Bonhoeffer’s (1906–1945) perspective on listening as 
the primary act of love, and Emmanuel Levinas’s (1906–1995) per-
spective on neighborly love as responsibility, derived from one’s re-
sponsiveness to the Other: Can responsibility literally be understood 
as a response to a call? In this case, listening to this call is crucial. If 
we follow Kelly  Oliver’s reading of responsibility as response-ability, 
Levinas’s emphasis on the agent’s passivity when confronted with a 
call that (s)he cannot meet, and that precedes his or her freedom, is 
transformed into an active answer. I will reconsider the relationship 
between activity and passivity through Jean-Luc Marion’s (b. 1946) 
interpretation of  Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio’s painting The 
Calling of Saint Matthew (1600) with respect to current debates in 
the field of care ethics, and recent research on the ethical demand in 
philosophy and Christian ethics. Third, I will explore the dialogical 
 dynamics of becoming oneself vis-à-vis the Other from the perspec-
tive of Franz Rosenzweig’s (1886–1929) and Buber’s descriptions of 
neighborly love in relation to God. In an inconclusive conclusion, I 
will defend the middle path of a “both … and” (i.e., of grammatical 
medio-passivity) by relating ethical  to artistic  in “sec-
ond-person poetics.”

1. Who is my neighbor?

In Works of Love (originally in Danish: Kjerlighedens gjerninger, 1847) 
the Danish Protestant theologian and philosopher Søren Kierkegaard 
meditates on the meaning of the biblical commandment to love God 
and one’s neighbor. His book is structured as two series of discourses. 
In the first series, discourse II.B elaborates on what it means to love 
“the neighbor.”5 Right at the beginning of the discourse, he puts forth 
his main claim in italics: “It is in fact Christian love that discovers and 
knows that the neighbor exists and, what is the same thing, that everyone is the 
neighbor.”6 No matter whom I meet, I meet my neighbor(s). No-one 
may be excluded from being my neighbor. The reason for this state 
of affairs is that it is “a duty to love,”7 which implies that we are to love 
“all people, unconditionally all.”8 If, instead, the love of one’s neigh-
bor was grounded in fleeting feelings and emotions, it could not be 
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commanded at all.9 There are people for whom we feel no love in the 
affective sense of the word. However, if the love of one’s neighbor is 
grounded in acts of the will rather than inclinations, we have no ex-
cuse whatsoever, when we do not comply with what we are command-
ed to do. Doing “the right thing” requires seeing oneself and others in 
a certain way. When we see others, we understand ourselves in view 
of “the moral appeal coming from what we see.”10 

In reply to the question, “Who is my neighbor?” (Luke 10:29), 
 Jesus recounted the parable of the Good Samaritan, the only one who 
helped the man on the road who was attacked by robbers, beaten, 
and left half-dead. Interestingly, it was a foreigner who bandaged the 
wounds of the attacked and took care of him. “The one who had mer-
cy on him” (Luke 10:37) was the one who showed himself to be the vic-
tim’s neighbor. He, the helper, did not ask whether or not the wound-
ed one was his neighbor; on the contrary, he ignored all ethnic, nation-
al, and religious differences, and discovered his fellow human being 
in one who needed his help.11 Jesus’s parable inverts the perspective 
of the expert in Jewish law who raised this question. Although the 
questioner was looking for a criterion to delineate, and thus delimit, 
the number of those who count as his neighbors, he learned that his 
question points back to himself and asks him to whom he wants to be 
a neighbor.

The decisive point is not that we recognize some special distin-
guishing feature of a limited group of people who would qualify as our 
neighbors, but that we know how to act in such a way that we ourselves 
may count as our neighbors’ neighbors. Hence, our line of vision is 
directed away from others, and directed back at us, the viewers. Or, 
more precisely, to me, the first-person-singular agent, who is encour-
aged to perform the transformative action of loving my neighbors. 

Kierkegaard builds up two lines of argumentation in Works of 
Love.12 In one of them, he argues that Christianity has replaced pref-
erential love with the all-inclusive love of the neighbor that is based 
on our “equality” before God.13 In another line of argumentation, 
he holds that the biblical commandment to love tells us to preserve 
love for the neighbor in erotic love, in friendship, and in self-love.14  
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According to both lines of argumentation, the love of one’s neighbor 
includes everyone: The nearest and dearest, the stranger and foreign-
er, friend and foe alike. Moreover, the love of one’s neighbor appears 
to be both a gift and a potential self-sacrifice,15 since all “selfishness” is 
“rooted out.”16 

Much has been written about agape, that is, Christian love (in 
Greek: ), and agapeistic ethics—and not all theologians and phi-
losophers wish to distinguish it as sharply from erotic love as Kier-
kegaard does; instead, this essential distinction is problematized.17 
Jesus’s and Kierkegaard’s uncompromising understanding of neigh-
borly love becomes obvious when we consider its ethical implications 
and consequences with regard to contemporary examples that ques-
tion the concrete scope of Christian love as surfacing in and through 
Christians’ actions and omissions.

In Germany there was a public debate in connection with the fire at 
the Moria refugee camp on the Greek island of Lesbos in 2020. The 
conservative “C parties”—CDU and CSU, which have “Christianity” 
in their names—were criticized: Had they not betrayed (verraten) the 
unconditional love of one’s neighbor (die bedingungslose Nächstenliebe) 
because they failed to take appropriate action?18 In any case, they 
failed to help hundreds of their neighbors whom they were supposed 
to support; they also failed to welcome refugees to Germany, and in-
stead introduced quotas and criteria to determine who may be grant-
ed asylum, and who may not; worst of all, according to the accusa-
tions, thousands of people drowned in the Mediterranean Sea because 
of these restrictive policies.19

It was the secular public that reminded the C parties of the promise 
expressed in the Gospel of Matthew 25:31–46: When the risen Christ 
will return for the Last Judgment, all the nations will be gathered be-
fore him, and he will separate the righteous people from the iniqui-
tous. The former will inherit God’s kingdom, the latter will be sent 
into the eternal fire. Why? The explanation is linked to their behav-
ior: “[W]hatever you did for one of the least of these brothers and 
sisters of mine, you did for me,” Christ tells those who will forever 
live in God’s presence (verse 40, cf. 45). In contrast, those who un-
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knowingly met Christ in a human being who was hungry, and did not 
give him food, or who met Christ in a stranger, but did not invite her 
in, or in those who were sick or in prison, but they did not look af-
ter the sick and imprisoned, they will go to hell (in the sense of  being 
permanently separated from the God they rejected by despising their 
fellow human beings). According to this Last Judgment scenario in 
the New Testament, each and every person counts. The question is 
whether Christians today still believe that each human life has an ab-
solute  value, regardless of a person’s status, functions, and “useful-
ness.” The Gospel speaks clearly against all forms of utilitarianism 
that entail  being willing to help only some, while abandoning others 
to their fate of drowning or being burnt alive.

Another contemporary example that illustrates the predicament of 
practicing unconditional love of one’s neighbor, as commanded by 
the biblical, Judeo-Christian tradition, is the 2020 Munich exhibition 
by the Polish–Jewish artist Ilana Lewitan (b. 1961), entitled ‘Adam, 
wo bist du?/Adam, where are you?’ (FIG. 1). The Hebrew word 
(adam) means “human being,” the brother or sister, the neighbor. In 
one of her installations, Lewitan crucifies the uniform of a concentra-
tion camp inmate.

The figure is headless because that which happened to the Jews in 
Auschwitz could have happened to anyone—thus, anyone’s head could 
hang there. Jens Jessen argued convincingly that Lewitan formulated 
an anthropological constant, namely a constant threat: Anyone—that 
is, we too—could be the forsaken “neighbors” in the sense of “the next 
ones” to whom something similar could happen.20 For this reason, we 
are all challenged to not look away, but to identify with the human 
being who is persecuted because of his or her identity. None of us can 
feel safe, none of us can be indifferent. 

Lewitan wrote the words “wie dich selbst” on the cross—the final 
part of the commandment to love, which stipulates that you are to 
love the neighbor “as yourself.” The implication: The crucified Jesus 
was not loved as a neighbor; instead, he was crucified just as you and I 
might be killed under certain circumstances of discrimination, if the 
majority of our fellow citizens and global onlookers were to tolerate 
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this. The moral of this story: If we do not show solidarity with the vic-
tims of arbitrary discrimination, we may be the next victims, for what 
we do unto the least of our fellow human beings may also be done 
unto us, as it influences the climate of our society. The Shoah cannot 
be historicized with the message that we have learnt enough from his-
tory (if learning from history is possible at all) as long as day-to-day 
marginalization and ostracism are common in so many countries (in-
cluding Israel). Lewitan stages historical crimes against humanity as a 
permanent warning: Wehret den Anfängen—nip it in the bud! 

Since Hamas’s terrorist attack of October 7, 2023, which killed 
more than a thousand civilians in Israel, and Israel’s counterattack in 
Gaza, antisemitism has increased almost everywhere—even against 
Jews who have untiringly been working for peace with Palestine, and 
protested against their own government, against illegal settlements on 
the West Bank, and against IDF violence. Lewitan’s installation must 
not be misunderstood as a defense of Jews or Judaism. On the contra-
ry, as the death toll of Palestinian civilians in Gaza becomes unbear-

Fig. 1. Installation by Ilana Lewitan in Staatliches Museum Ägyptischer Kunst. © Marianne 
Franke/Smaek. Photograph in Jessen 2020.
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able, her work of art is a painful reminder that there are victims on 
both sides, that human dignity is not protected. Neighborly love is not 
practiced adequately, as long as Israelis and Palestinians, and people of 
other nations, do not recognize and respect each other as “neighbors” 
and thus as “brothers and sisters” whose histories are entangled.

2. Neighborly love as listening and being responsible

How are we to conceptualize the commanded love of neighbor, if we 
are to do justice to the appeal of the needy neighbor, brother or sister, 
no matter where we encounter him or her? 

According to the German Lutheran pastor, lecturer in systematic 
theology, and dissident Dietrich Bonhoeffer, who co-founded the Con-
fessing Church resistance movement in Nazi Germany, “the begin-
ning of love” for others is indeed “learning to listen to them.”21 These 
words may be read in Bonhoeffer’s book Gemeinsames Leben, which 
was published in 1939 (in English: Life Together, 1954). It summarizes 
his main insights about the life of a Christian community, such as the  
underground theological seminary he headed in Finkenwalde, before 
the Gestapo closed it in 1937 and arrested some of his former students. 
For Bonhoeffer, listening to each other is the primary practice of love, 
and spiritual care unfolds precisely as a ministry of listening, which in 
turn is based on God’s lending us His ear and giving us His Word.22 
Bonhoeffer believed in a God whom he called “der große Zuhörer,” 
the great Listener, and he presented the remarkable suggestion that we 
must “listen with God’s ears,” to be able to speak with God’s words.23 
But how can we, human beings, listen with God’s ears? 

As Ulrich Lincoln has pointed out, listening is located between 
phenomenology and hermeneutics, and between doing and suffer-
ing.24 Consciousness is, as it were, “attracted” by that which offers it-
self to be heard, and before we can explain it, it affects us through an 
“acroamatic touch” (akroamatische Berührung) that initiates the pro-
cess of listening in all its dimensions: Receptivity, perception, and 
 interpretation.25 To avoid a one-sided “either/or” of subjectivity or 
objectivity, activity or passivity in listening, Lincoln proposes a pneu-
matological interpretation: Listening is taken to be an event medi-
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ated by the Holy Spirit (“Ereignis im Medium des Geistes”), in and 
through which God is operative and present as both Speaker and Lis-
tener.26 Along these lines, the task of hearing with God’s ears may be 
interpreted in a performative sense, where the Holy Spirit is under-
stood as working through human beings who listen to their fellow hu-
man beings, thereby giving the greatest possible attention to others. 

One might ask whether the human being is nothing but an instru-
ment of divine listening. I would not go that far, since I do not wish 
to deny human agency and regard all we do as God’s work (opus Dei) 
in us; instead, I think that Bonhoeffer wants to elucidate how we can 
become God’s co-workers. We may do so by letting God influence 
our thoughts, actions, and decisions; by placing ourselves—our ears, 
hearts, and hands—at God’s disposal. The metaphor of “God’s ears” 
hardly refers to physical ears, but to the thought that God can hear 
our cries to heaven and respond to them. The divine response is most 
often an indirect one, as the divine “voice” is mediated by human 
voices, just as God’s listening is mediated by human listeners. 

Rachel Muers has rephrased Bonhoeffer’s claim that our love for 
others consists, first of all, of listening to them as the claim “that the 
divine love as gift shapes the [human] exercise of hearing and discern-
ment”27—so that we can discern God’s will even in situations in which 
many conflicting voices may be heard. To do God’s will by listening to 
God means that whatever we do, we are called to act “in and through 
love.”28 In this responsive way, we can avoid reducing God’s love to a 
set of principles we are to follow; rather, Bonhoeffer’s emphasis “on 
the divine love as the ground of listening”29 establishes a huge herme-
neutical and ethical space within which we can assume our responsi-
bility to keep listening and asking, to question our pre-understand-
ings and prejudices, and to expand our field of attention by hearing 
one another. Importantly, we are also to hear what the Other is not 
saying, thus attending to silence,30 communicating through channels 
of tacit communication, for instance, through attunement in the “dia-
logical silence” of waiting in patience for the Other’s response.31

In the same vein, the German phenomenologist Bernhard Walden-
fels (b. 1934) has described love as a creative response that “arises 
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from elsewhere” in a pathos (Widerfahrnis), an affect that touches us, 
with “diastasis as a spatio-temporal displacement” between the call 
and our response.32 Owing to this displacement and time-lag, our re-
sponse comes always late. Children hear the pronoun “thou” and their 
name before being able to speak: “We know ourselves by hearsay.”33 
This implies that a human being is “a homo respondens,”34 who is de-
pendent on his or her counterpart’s speech and response, becoming 
who (s)he is by responding to what happens, without having an an-
swer beforehand.

Waldenfels was inspired by Levinas, who approaches neighbor-
ly love as a responsibility that is derived from responsiveness, from 
listening to and answering the Other. In ‘Enigma and phenomenon’ 
(1965), a text that was written between Levinas’s two main works, 
during the transition from Totality and Infinity (1961) to Otherwise 
Than Being (1974), Levinas asks: 

Yet what can an attentive ear hear, listening at the doorway of 
language, which by the significations of which it is made closes 
on its own apertures? It is perhaps reasonable to respect the de-
cency of this closed door. This door thus both opened and closed 
is the extra-ordinary duplicity of the Enigma.35

This passage is taken from a section that begins with the words: “All 
speaking is an enigma.”36 According to Levinas, the face of another 
person “insinuates” some secret message, which is “quickly belied 
when one seeks to communicate it.”37 Shall we then assume that it is 
impossible to transmit this message in the interhuman context of com-
munication? Levinas suggests the opposite of such resignation. The 
paragraph in question ends with the words: “Summoned to appear, 
called to an inalienable responsibility […] subjectivity is enigma’s 
partner […].”38 Although an enigma eludes cognition, a fortiori the 
divine mystery, the subject is nonetheless supposed to respond to it. 

As Levinas’s text goes on to show, the expected response is ethi-
cal, and affects what we will (or will not) do. We are summoned “to 
moral responsibility,” and, in Levinas’s view, it was Kierkegaard who 
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“caught sight of” the “unique” subjectivity capable of responding 
 responsibly.39 Hence, the love of one’s neighbor comes into view as 
the subject’s responsible response to the Other. But how should we re-
spond to the ambiguity of the opened and closed door mentioned in 
the passage cited above?

Hagi Kenaan comments that when we stand vis-à-vis the Other, 
the door to the Other’s language “will never open,”40 because we take 
the closed door as a matter of fact that we must not question. What 
is it that stops us from entering? It turns out that “when our respon-
siveness to the language of the other person is, at heart, a responsibil-
ity, […] the door has always been open.”41 Kenaan concludes that it 
is open—or opens itself—when I begin to listen. Listening responds 
to that which cannot be anticipated by thought. Nonetheless, it res-
onates in the relationship with the person in front of me, and in the 
tension between conceptual language, which thematizes something 
“said,” and the gesture of “saying,” which expresses itself without any 
predetermined propositional contents. 

Correspondingly, in an interview Levinas conjectured: “The face 
of the other is perhaps the very beginning of philosophy.”42 This im-
plies that there is an unstated message in my neighbor’s face, which 
may nonetheless be received and understood: Namely, the “encoun-
ter with the Other is straightaway my responsibility for him.”43 The 
love of one’s neighbor, defined as responsibility, is “love without eros, 
charity” and “taking upon oneself the fate of the other,”44 in the sense 
of giving of oneself to the Other, even though no mutuality can be 
expected.45 The relationship with the neighbor is asymmetrical: The 
Other is the no. 1, I am the no. 2 who is at the Other’s service. Levinas 
affirms that God’s word and commandment is “inscribed in the face 
of the other, in the encounter with the other: a double expression of 
weakness and demand […] that obliges me as the one responsible for 
the other; there is an election there, because that responsibility is in-
alienable.”46 Whether or not I want to take on my responsibility, I am 
responsible. I cannot shake off my responsibility, which individuates 
and distinguishes me vis-à-vis the Other: As the Other’s neighbor. 

Levinas, too, refers to Matthew 25. In dialogue with his Christian 
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partners of conversation, Levinas states that we cannot separate our 
relationship with God from our relationship with our fellow human 
beings, for we can only “hear the word of God” in the face of the Oth-
er, where “the word of God reverberates” in the form of an ethical 
 demand: The commandment to love.47 For Levinas, it is exactly in the 
face of the Other that “God comes to mind” with the divine imper-
ative to not abandon the Other: “This obligation is the first word of 
God.”48 Levinas explains that, for him, theology begins in the face of 
the neighbor: “The divinity of God is played out in the human. God 
descends in the ‘face’ of the other. To recognize God is to hear his 
commandment ‘thou shalt not kill,’ which is not only a prohibition 
against murder, but a call to an incessant responsibility with regard 
to the other.”49 Here, the commandment to love and the prohibition 
to kill are brought together in the idea of responsibility. Responsible 
conduct is possible only if we really hear the divine word and notice 
our own being-called, where the “call” may be expressed silently in 
another’s look, posture, or naked humanity.

Listening may be taken in a broad sense as “the other side” of lan-
guage, the structural complement to speech, which is integral to any 
communication, and as an attentiveness that promotes responsibil-
ity and elicits an ethical response to otherness, as Sharon Todd has 
it.50 Listening to what cannot be heard with our ears corresponds to 
seeing what cannot be seen with our eyes. In Works of Love, discourse 
II.C, Kierkegaard uses a beautiful metaphor to depict the love of one’s 
neighbor as that which connects us: Despite all differences between 
us, despite diversity, or even disparity and dissimilarity that segregate 
us over time, there is one thing we all have in common, and this is that 
we are each other’s neighbors; as such, eternity has marked us with a 
kind of “watermark” (Mærke) of the neighbor that only becomes vis-
ible sub specie aeternitatis, when the light of eternity shines through our 
differences.51 

Recognizing another as one’s neighbor presupposes that one ac-
knowledges the other’s humanity as a fellow human being who, ac-
cording to the biblical tradition, was created by the same God, in 
God’s image.52 As an imago Dei, the human being has a special respon-

KVHAA-K115-Neighborliness-inlaga.indd   150 2025-06-09   14:37



claudia welz 151

sibility to other creatures—a responsibility that has been assigned 
 exclusively to human beings, who are supposed to be God’s stewards 
on earth. In the Bible, this stewardship is linked to God’s words that 
call on Adam and Eve to take care of their fellow creatures. In this 
sense, can responsibility be understood as a response to a call, rather 
than as an ability that leads to action, or as a task that may be accepted 
or  rejected? 

In his book Zwiesprache (1932), Buber derives the German word for 
responsibility (Verantwortung) from the response (Antwort).53 Thus, 
human responsibility may indeed be viewed as a response to some-
one or something.54 As a response, responsibility is not an independ-
ent, spontaneous act or action, but a reaction that has been provoked 
by an unforeseen call, by one’s being-addressed. When someone cries 
for help, the moral agent who hears the cries receives acoustic signals 
of another’s need. In this case, responsibility is not the freely chosen 
state of an autonomous agent who, at a specific moment, has obligat-
ed him- or herself to do something, but rather the process of becoming 
responsible, which begins at the moment that one is called to respond 
to one’s already-being-obliged.

Here, the subject is not the center of attention and responsibility. 
Instead, we are speaking of a decentered subject whose responsibility 
starts elsewhere. Hence, the radius of one’s responsibility is not neces-
sarily the same as the reach of one’s actions. If Levinas is correct, our 
maneuvering room may be very limited, whereas our responsibility 
is unlimited, insofar as it precedes our freedom, and begins even be-
fore we become aware of it. Moreover, our responsibility never ends, 
because we can never say that we have fulfilled our duty. Dutch care 
 ethicists Inge van Nistelrooj and Merel Visse have further developed 
this line of thought. In their article ‘Me? The invisible call of respon-
sibility and its promise for care ethics: A phenomenological view’ 
(2019), they draw on the work of the French phenomenologist Jean-
Luc Marion, who, in turn, is inspired by Levinas.55 

In his book Étant donné: Essai d’une phénoménologie de la donation 
(1997; English edition: Being Given: Toward a Phenomenology of Given-
ness, 2002), Marion analyzes a famous oil painting that may be seen 
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in the church of San Luigi dei Francesi in Rome: The Calling of Saint 
Matthew (1600) by Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio (1571–1610) 
(FIG. 2). This painting depicts the moment when Jesus inspires the 
tax-collector Levi to follow him. The painting illustrates the expe-
rience of being called to responsibility. Let us take a closer look at 
the painting: We see a group of tax-collectors sitting at a table and 
counting money. From the upper right of the painting, a light shines 
from the just-opened door. Jesus, painted with a halo, enters from the 
right with Peter. Jesus’s hand points at Levi, the man with the long 
beard and black hat, seated in the middle of the group. Levi looks at 
Jesus, and gestures toward himself with his left hand’s index finger, as 
though asking, “Me? Do you mean me?”

On the Caravaggio.org website, we find the following interpreta-
tion:

Christ’s appearance is so unexpected, and His gesture so com-
manding as to suspend action for a shocked instant, before reac-
tion can take place. In another second, Levi will rise up and fol-
low Christ—in fact, Christ’s feet are already turned as if to leave 
the room. The particular power of the picture is in this cessation 
of action. It utilizes the fundamentally static medium of painting 
to convey characteristic human indecision after a challenge or 
command and before reaction.56 

Interestingly, Marion interprets the painting in a completely different 
way, and suggests that one cannot see a caller or the call itself, but only 
Matthew’s response, the silent gesture of his hand, through which the 
painter “must show in silence a call that is invisible,” since he cannot 
make anything heard, but must “use the phenomenality of the visible 
to make appear what belongs first to a phenomenality of the audi-
ble.”57 Yet, we can see Jesus’s hand, which symbolizes the call, and he 
even makes eye contact with Levi, later known as Matthew. Therefore, 
in this specific case, I doubt that the call is 100% invisible. Marion 
seems to read an important Levinasian motif into Caravaggio’s work: 
That the divine call only is heard indirectly, in the human response. 
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At least a “signal” is “visible”; yet, according to Marion, only 
 Matthew—none of his companions—“reads a call” in the signal, and 
Matthew’s “taking it upon himself” constitutes “the first response.”58 
The admission that there was a visual signal—Jesus’s gesture—ques-
tions Marion’s Kantian framework of interpretation, when he claims, 
“the a priori call awaits the a posteriori of the response in order to 
[…] phenomenalize itself.”59 If the call can be visualized through 
 Jesus’s outstretched arm and his gaze, it does not remain a priori (i.e., 
before and beyond perception), but has already entered the world 
of perceivable phenomena. Consequently, Marion’s claim that “the 
call remains as such always unheard and invisible because no receptor 

Fig. 2. The Calling of Saint Matthew (1600) by Caravaggio. © CC BY.
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awaits it,” and because “no hearing can in advance outline a horizon 
of manifestation for it”60 is not convincing; after all, Caravaggio man-
aged to visualize both the call and the response. Had Matthew been 
unable to hear or see Jesus calling him, then the call(ing) would have 
remained beyond any hermeneutical horizon, but both the biblical 
story and Caravaggio’s rendering of it challenge Marion’s interpreta-
tion that turns the call into the “paradox” of a “saturated phenome-
non,”61 where “the response performs the call.”62 

Although Caravaggio could not include sound in his painting, I 
want to contest Marion’s claim that the call remains completely in-
visible, by being “destined to an invisible (nonsensible) hearing.”63 
Something has been heard and seen, which is why Marion also must 
concede that “[h]earing has always already begun. It is necessary to 
have already heard something to deny that a call was heard.”64 Mari-
on’s redefinition of responsibility reflects the fact that listening comes 
first. Responsibility, “the property of a juridical ‘subject’ having to re-
spond for his acts,” is deduced from the response to a call that mani-
fests in the face of the Other.65 The call is later defined as a form of 
“counter-intentionality” and “fait accompli, incident, event,” which 
is why Marion believes that responsibility flows from the “function of 
having to respond in the face of the phenomenon as it gives itself.”66 
This means that Matthew’s responsibility is not rooted in a decision 
to hear the call; instead, he “suffers” from having to respond.67 Thus, 
Marion stresses the passive aspect of responsibility. 

The call comes unexpectedly and is received like a gift that the re-
cipient cannot give himself; it is given to him. The call remains un-
controllable, but nonetheless obligates its recipient. This is another 
of Levinas’s motifs that Marion has adopted: That responsible action 
is grounded in our being-affected by the Other. However, it is crucial 
to emphasize that in responsibility, activity and passivity are inter-
twined. This argument may nuance Levinas’s and Marion’s prefer-
ence for the purely passive aspects of a responsibility that constitutes 
the subject in its being-called in a primordial, pre-linguistic, non-ver-
bal encounter with the Other.68 

To quote Arne Grøn, who has compared Kierkegaard’s and Lev-
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inas’s approaches to the ethical demand, “Taking a position cannot 
be reduced to that which calls us to take a position. But neither can 
the position of the subject in the ethical demand be reduced to the 
act of taking a position. We are subjects subjected to the demand.”69 
If we were to split subjectivity into a structure of being-responsible 
and an act of assuming-responsibility, we could no longer speak of the 
identity of the responsible subject. In a Kierkegaardian perspective, 
the subject is responsible only in assuming its responsibility, whereas 
there always looms the negative possibility of not assuming it.70 The 
Kierke gaardian self meets an opposition from within, whereas the 
 Levinasian self that is always already responsible, whether it acts re-
sponsibly or not, meets opposition only from without. 

Still, Kierkegaard and Levinas agree that the unselfish love of one’s 
neighbor is a struggle against one’s own selfishness. The call of con-
science, which both comes from within and may internalize voices 
from without, may awaken the self, which is not yet as it should be, to 
the self it is called to become: A self that genuinely loves others. In listen-
ing to the call, the self is led beyond itself—with and despite itself, in 
neighborly love that is responsibility.71

Now, can phenomenological ethics à la Marion, with his definition 
of responsibility as “having to respond,”72 keep its promise to care 
ethics, even though the call is not always invisible, and even though a 
patient’s call for help may overwhelm the caregiver who, as an agent, 
is also a (more or less) passive recipient of this call? Insofar as respon-
sibility is based on the radical givenness of the call to a gifted subject, 
that is, its non-sovereign recipient who merely receives the call, one 
can only agree with van Nistelrooij and Visse’s conclusion that agency 
stands “in a dialectic tension with passivity,”73 and that there is “a ‘re-
active’ dimension to responsibility.”74 Van Nistelrooij and Visse cor-
rectly emphasize that what is given and received through caring prac-
tices “transcends anyone’s responsibility,” and that this thought helps 
“to decrease the emphasis on moral obligation […] by putting agency 
into perspective.”75 When caregivers “can emerge as both agents and 
recipients of responsibility, in an ongoing movement” and “within a 
relational practice,” where “the caregiver first receives something (a 
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hint, a signal, a sound, a view, a smell, a silence), disentangled from 
her own morality, moral ideal, or ethical aim,”76 the “burdensome 
centrality of a caregiver’s position” is decreased, because he or she 
can understand him- or herself “through what has been given,” and 
because “a non-judgmental look” at oneself, without “simplification 
and blame,”77 is allowed for.

Yet, this balanced conclusion remains in a stark contrast to the 
main thesis of the authors: That established ideas of responsibility 
focused on an active agent must be redefined, so that the agent’s re-
ceptivity and even passivity may enter the picture. Having worked 
as a caregiver myself, I seriously doubt that the strain on caregivers 
is relieved by the thought that we are recipients of a call we cannot 
control, for as soon as we have received the call, the problem returns: 
How shall we respond, what shall we do? Particularly those who have 
leadership responsibilities cannot take the pressure from themselves 
by claiming that their responsibility is a matter of pure passivity. Oth-
erwise, they could exonerate themselves even if they abandoned their 
patients by not being active when determined action is needed. Al-
though it is reasonable to understand the “phenomenon” of responsi-
bility “as the ongoing appearance of a call for responsibility,” it seems 
exaggerated to claim that we should “refrain from any objectification 
(prostitution, betrayal) of responsibility by connecting it to verbs like 
‘accepting, assuming, deflecting,’ which in turn presuppose a subject, 
and a subject’s horizon.”78 Without a subject, another’s call could not 
be perceived by anyone. Then the patient would call in vain; no-one 
would hear. If accepting or assuming responsibility means betraying 
or objectifying it, how then can we do justice to the complete phe-
nomenon as it unfolds in a process that entails a transition from pas-
sively being hit by a call, to receiving it, and finally actively respond-
ing to it? If we reduce responsibility to the appearance of patients’ 
calls for help, we cannot ensure that anyone will act on their calls.

Without doubt, full-fledged responsibility includes one’s respon-
siveness, that is, one’s opening-up in response to another’s call. How-
ever, for two reasons, I think that it is not helpful for a caregiver to 
imagine turning into “a ‘passive’ receiver,” and thus “a ‘vessel’ of the 
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responsibility that can live through her” even though some “activ-
ities are involved,”79 for instance, taking a patient’s hand: First, we 
have to preserve the distinction between passivity (which means that 
one cannot do anything, but is affected by an event that comes from 
outside one’s sphere of action) and receptivity (which implies at least 
a minimal activity: Opening oneself to another’s call, his or her pres-
ence, and emotional resonance); second, if we imagine that we are 
nothing but empty vessels for activities or expressions of life that we 
cannot control, we in fact reject our own responsibility by not want-
ing to assume it, but ascribe it to something ungraspable for which we 
cannot be made responsible. In any case, a responsible subject is more 
than a vessel or an instrument of foreign influences, and without a 
responsible subject, there is no manifestation of responsibility at all. 

A microphone may capture sounds, but the microphone cannot be 
made responsible for (not) responding to these sounds if they include 
cries for help. In contrast, our human response is part of our responsi-
bility. We may respond in many different ways, and it is up to us how 
we respond. This is the case even in situations in which we cannot do 
much, for instance when someone is dying. However, even here we 
have some options, for example, do we want to stay with this person 
or walk away, do we want to be present silently or say something, per-
haps a prayer or poem, hold his or her hand, light a candle, or open 
the window? Our response is shaped by our relationship to the person 
in question, and some situations invite “an affective rather than an 
active response.”80 Even when a person has already died, and we can 
no longer do anything for him or her (apart from arranging the buri-
al, perhaps), we are still responsible for the way(s) in which we mourn 
the loss of this person, think of him or her, and remember the time we 
had together. 

We need to combine the passive, receptive, and active aspects of re-
sponsibility, rather than cut away one dimension or the other, at least 
if we want to account for the whole phenomenon as seen from various 
angles, and as unfolding over time. 

Whereas van Nistelrooij and Visse seem to overemphasize passiv-
ity, Kelly Oliver’s reading of responsibility as response-ability seems 
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to overemphasize activity as something we can do, namely respond. 
Oliver’s Response Ethics (2019), which appeared in the same year as van 
Nistelrooij and Visse’s article, also takes its point of departure in re-
lationality and interdependency, rather than subjectivity. The self is 
regarded as “formed in response to others” and “constituted through 
an address and response dynamic with others.”81 Levinas’s work is de-
clared to be the main source of inspiration, because he developed a 
“non-egological ethical philosophy where the normative foundation 
of obligations does not come from either actors or acts but rather the 
relationships between them.”82 Although Levinas defended the con-
cept of subjectivity, he—like Oliver—underlined that one’s relation to 
the Other precedes the self-conscious ego that can say “I.”

Oliver radicalizes Levinas’s phenomenology by undermining the 
opposition of subjectivity and alterity. In a certain sense, the Other 
“calls forth” myself—and my responsibility. For Oliver, “the call to 
respond” is “the basis for responsibility.”83 She describes how the sub-
ject emerges through a process of witnessing, through “the possibility 
of addressability and response-ability.”84 Yet again, although Levinas 
views responsibility as antecedent to freedom, hence not as an ability, 
but as an infinite demand that we can never fully meet, Oliver under-
stands the concept of responsibility in the context of natural law (lex 
naturalis): As something we must do because we can do it, thus accom-
plishing something we are made to do.

But is Oliver right in claiming that subjectivity “is constituted in-
tersubjectively”?85 If constitution means creation and manifestation, 
then her statement implies that in the beginning, there are only rela-
tions without relata, intersubjectivity without conscious subjects. In 
such a scenario, there is no-one who can experience intersubjective re-
lations, since there is no consciousness to which they are given. In con-
trast, if we interpret the idea of constitution as a kind of mutual testi-
mony, Oliver’s claim makes sense, since our self-understanding always 
depends on others who see and hear us, speak and respond to us. 

Clearly, we become ourselves vis-à-vis others. Therefore, in the 
next section, I want to demonstrate how this process of becoming 
takes place: Through dialogical dynamics.
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3. Dialogical dynamics of becoming oneself  
vis-à-vis the Other

So far, we have learned that I–Thou relations are central to the love of 
one’s neighbor, which is most often lived through dialogical relations. 
The second-person perspective plays a crucial role in the dynamics 
of these relations, because the (existential and linguistic) grammar 
of love is dialogical.86 This is evident in the biblical formulation of 
the commandment to “love your neighbor as yourself” (Leviticus 
19:18), where we have an address or injunction to the hearer or reader, 
who is solicited in direct speech: “Thou shall love …” A textual and 
philological exegesis of this Bible verse reveals that “every person is 
commanded to love his or her neighbor and the stranger or foreigner 
in his or her midst.”87 Read contextually, the Hebrew word for “your 
neighbor” ( , re’akhah) is limited to the addressee’s fellow Israelites 
in their residential proximity; however, Leviticus 19:34 includes the 
stranger (ger), since the Israelites themselves were strangers in the 
land of Egypt.88 The Hebrew expression  (kamokha) may be inter-
preted either in the sense that the neighbor is to be loved “as yourself,” 
or in the sense of a reason why the neighbor is to be loved—namely, 
because he or she is “like you.” In the New Testament’s Greek version, 
the former interpretation has been chosen; Franz Rosenzweig, in his 
Stern der Erlösung/Star of Redemption (1921), chose the latter.89

Whenever the “I” turns to the Other, thereby turning him or her 
into a “You,” processes of exclusion are turned into processes of in-
clusion. Rosenzweig’s rhetorical question, “what is then Redemption, 
other than that the I learns how to say Thou to Him?”90 focuses on the 
connection between I and You, between the first- and the second-per-
son singular. The distant, unknown, anonymous Other, who is first 
referred as a “He,” is then addressed as a “Thou” that comes closer to 
the “I.” Rosenzweig emphasizes that the “You” is not identical with 
the “I”: The neighbor is to be loved like oneself, for he is kamokha, 
“like you,” as the commandment of love says.91 Therefore, redemp-
tion includes the recognition of the neighbor as another “I.”

In a letter to his beloved Gritli, dated July 1, 1919, Rosenzweig 
states that only when there is no fusion can there be an approach. 
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When an “I” and a “You” become one, when the word “and” is de-
nied, and the “I” does not remain “I,” and the “You” not “You,” then 
it is not love that is between them, because love acknowledges and 
presupposes the separateness of places. Love does not occupy anoth-
er’s place. Love does not say “I am You,” but “I am yours.”92 If two be-
came one, there would be no room for the emotional movement and 
dialogical dynamics of self-transformation. 

In the Star, Part II book 2, the very core book of the book, the Herz-
buch of the whole, Rosenzweig claims that when God and the human 
being really encounter each other as an “I” and a “Thou,” they are 
present to each other in this specific moment. The imperative of the 
commandment to love is stated in the present tense precisely because 
here, God and the human soul meet each other in a mutual revela-
tion through which they are open to each other.93 Rosenzweig claims 
that grammatically, it is the dialogue (Wechselrede)94 of love that dom-
inates the biblical texts, particularly the Song of Songs. In his view, 
erotic love is not just a simile (Gleichnis) for divine love;95 instead, 
love that is sensual (sinnlich) includes the super-sensual (übersinnlich), 
and temporal love is essentially eternal, by being a love that is strong-
er than death.96

According to Rosenzweig, the world’s redemption is still pending, 
still outstanding. It would require a collaboration between God and 
human beings. Although we were created without our own contribu-
tion, we will not be redeemed without contributing to our redemp-
tion. We can do this by learning to not just speak about others, some-
times behind their backs, but to others, by saying “Thou” to “him” or 
“her” and, finally, standing before God together, in communal prayer 
(Gebet)97 and song, co-performing the gestures and rituals of liturgy. 
In these speech acts and in this silence, the future redemption is an-
ticipated through community-building—before the All, finally, will be 
encompassed in the One.

We do not need to agree with Rosenzweig on all points. It is suf-
ficient to do so on the basis of one decisive point: That the love of 
one’s neighbor cannot be practiced only from a third-person point 
of view, where the neighbor appears as some object of concern. If the 
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love of one’s neighbor is to be actualized in our everyday life, we need 
to turn directly to our neighbors, and become involved in dialogues 
borne by love. 

If we want to understand the newness of Rosenzweig’s so-called 
“New Thinking,” we need to return to the middle part of the Star, 
that is, the aforementioned second book in Part II. Here, Rosenzweig 
develops and applies the method of Sprachdenken: “Speech thinking” 
does not want to establish a thousand connections with one stroke, as 
the monologue of thinking normally does; instead, it is bound to time 
and to the cues given by others. In an actual conversation, we do not 
know beforehand what the Other will say. Speaking means to speak 
to and to think for a very definite someone who has not only ears, but 
also a mouth: “To need time means: not to be able to presuppose any-
thing, to have to wait for everything, to be dependent on the other 
for what is ours.”98 Accordingly, the temporal and dialogical relation-
ships between God, man, and world are the loci or places in which these 
“elements” open up to each other.99 Logical thinking is solitary and 
seemingly timeless, whereas speech thinking takes time and alterity 
 seriously. Here, something new may happen that cannot be anticipat-
ed, and that is why actual communication is an adventure.

As Nahum N. Glatzer points out in his essay ‘The concept of lan-
guage in the thought of Franz Rosenzweig,’ the most telling exam-
ples of “speech thinking” Rosenzweig could offer “came from the 
realm of man’s relationship with the divine.”100 Rosenzweig wanted 
to translate theological questions into human terms, and, according-
ly, the  religious meaning of language into the role of speech in inter-
human relations. This movement between the divine and the human 
is also reflected in the structure of the Star. In the second volume of 
the book, we find three sections entitled ‘The word of God’:

(1) In the context of creation, Rosenzweig offers a grammatical 
analysis of Genesis 1,101 and claims that language is in us and around 
us (in uns und um uns), and that it is the same, regardless of whether it 
comes to us from “the outside” or comes from our “inside,” and ech-
oes toward “the outside” (sie ist […] keine andere, wie sie uns von ‘außen’ 
kommt, als wie sie aus unserm ‘Innen’ dem ‘Außen’ widertönt).102 More-
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over, divine and human language resemble each other to the point 
of being identical with each other: “The ways of God and the ways of 
man are different, but the word of God and the word of man are the 
very same. What man feels in his heart as his own human language is 
the word that has come from the mouth of God.”103 This purported 
identity of the human and divine word is by no means self-evident, 
even though the latter is conceived as the origin of the former, which 
implies a kind of family resemblance. Rosenzweig interprets human 
similarity to God in linguistic terms: To be created in the image of 
God means to be called into a conversation with, and to be able to 
speak like God.104

(2) In the context of revelation, Rosenzweig presents the “gram-
mar of Eros” and “of Pathos,” the language of love and of the deed. 
First he analyzes the , including the commandment to love 
God with all one’s heart, soul, and might (Deuteronomy 6:4–9), and 
then the Song of Songs.105 It is worth remarking that the presupposi-
tion for the divine–human dialogue of love is that the human being 
listens when called by God: “totally receptive, still only opened, still 
empty, without content, without essence, pure readiness, pure obe-
dience, all ear,” and then the commandment falls “into this obedient 
listening (ge-horsame Hören).”106 By implication, the love of God leads 
directly to the love of one’s neighbor—and between them lies the hu-
man listening to God.

(3) In the context of redemption, the word of God is defined as 
the language of the Tehilllim. Rosenzweig offers an analysis of Psalm 
115.107 Its form is “the communal song of the community,”108 a “great 
hymn of praise”109 which “begins and ends with a powerfully under-
scored We.”110 Before discussing the Jewish year and the liturgy of var-
ious celebrations, Rosenzweig emphasizes the importance of listen-
ing. The word itself must guide the human being, until we may learn 
to grow silent together, and the beginning of this education is that 
we “learn to listen.”111 Yet, in this context, another kind of listening 
is necessary than the one in a dialogue or Wechselrede, namely, the de-
voted listening of everyone, where a crowd becomes “all ears.” This is 
the case when everyone in a silently gathered community listens to a 
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Bible text that is read and understood as “the word of God.” Let me 
quote a passage that clarifies the distinction between the just-men-
tioned types of listening: 

In dialogue, the one who strictly listens, and not only when he 
strictly speaks, is also speaking, certainly not even when he actu-
ally speaks, but equally as much when he raises the word onto his 
lips through his lively listening, through the attuned or question-
ing glance of his eye at the one who is directly now speaking. It 
is not this listening of the eyes that is meant here, but really the 
listening of the ears.112 

Hearing the divine word establishes the community of listeners. On 
this point, Rosenzweig’s approach to community or Gemeinschaft 
 resembles Buber’s. The dia- through which the logos (the speech, word, 
or reason) of love is expressed may be described as a dialogical spir-
it of love in which the human and the divine concur. In I and Thou, 
 Buber uses a beautiful metaphor for this spirit that is operative in the 
language of love: It is like the air in which we breathe, rather than the 
blood that circulates in us.113

How are we to interpret the dialogical aspects of neighborly love in 
Buber’s work? As Buber points out in I and Thou, “[l]ove is responsibili-
ty of an I for a You: In this consists what cannot consist in any feeling—
the equality of all lovers, from the smallest to the greatest […].”114 Paul 
Mendes-Flohr (1941–2024) emphasizes that love qua responsibility, 
“the love of an I for a Thou—dialogical love,” responds to the presence of 
a person whom one meets by chance: “dialogical love is a spontaneous 
I–Thou response to the other, primed neither by deliberative intent nor 
emotive affinity.”115 Insofar as dialogical love à la Buber corresponds to 
neither preferential love nor charity, responsibility for the neighbor is 
not substantiated by the same reasons as those given by Levinas, who 
discards spontaneity based on freedom, in favor of an immemorial bond 
we have not chosen, and for which we cannot account.116

Although Buberian encounters may also take place non-verbal-
ly—sub-linguistically, for instance, when human beings listen to 

KVHAA-K115-Neighborliness-inlaga.indd   163 2025-06-09   14:37



164 kvhaa konferenser 115

and communicate with animals or plants, or are touched by works 
of art and architecture—Buber’s prime example of dialogical love 
seems to include speech that is expressed through a second-person 
address-and-response dynamics between an I and a You who are en-
gaged in a supposedly “immediate” face-to-face encounter. Like in 
Rosenzweig’s work, oral language in its spokenness (die Gesprochen-
heit der Sprache) is crucial, not only for an exchange of ideas, but also 
for the dialogical dynamics of becoming oneself vis-à-vis the Other.117 

As language is spoken and dialogue takes place in time, and human 
existence is understood in and through temporality, that is, the indi-
vidual and communal experience of time, Rosenzweig (and Buber) 
employ “language as an organon of existential temporality.”118 This 
means that the dialogical dynamics of neighborly love must be re-
garded as an unforeseeable process, and not as linear progress based 
on a predictable succession of moments.119

Does the concept of dialogical love imply that we should be men-
tally and physically present with the Other, to accomplish works of 
neighborly love? Of course, we are not disembodied spirits, and dur-
ing the pandemic, we were reminded of the enormous importance of 
being present face to face, in the same location. When this is not pos-
sible, we lose at least one dimension of the encounter. For instance, 
when we use video technology, we only see the Other on a screen, 
reduced to a small flat image. Then we are not gripped to the same 
extent by the atmosphere the Other induces in a certain setting; and 
we are deprived of the subtle signs of non-verbal communication that 
co-constitute our dialogue. If we are in the same room, we just feel 
what is going on entre nous, between you and me. Nonetheless, the 
pandemic has also taught us that there are situations in which there is 
no other way than to love our neighbors from a distance. Fortunately, 
physical distance does not necessarily involve emotional distance; on 
the contrary, our interhuman bonds may be intensified by the unful-
filled desire to really see each other. Even though we are not always 
able to visit the Other, and to be present at his or her side, we are still 
able to respond to the Other’s call, also from afar. 
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Inconclusive conclusion: second-person poetics

Let me briefly summarize the results of this study, before developing 
what could be called a “second-person poetics”: In the first section, 
the age-old question “who is my neighbor?” was answered by arguing 
that, in principle, no-one may be excluded from the multitude of those 
who are “my” neighbors. Therefore, according to Kierkegaard, I can-
not be mistaken about the fact that I am included in the multitude of 
those summoned to show themselves as neighbors with respect to the 
needy. No excuse in the world can exempt me from this task. Now, 
one might object that it is utopian to believe that we will ever be able 
to live up to this demand. And this is correct. But this does not allow 
us to give up before we even start. 

As we saw in the second section, according to Bonhoeffer, listening 
may be understood as the primary act of neighborly love. According 
to the phenomenological tradition epitomized by Levinas, Marion, 
and Waldenfels, love is responsive: A response to a silent or verbal-
ized call by another that evokes responsibility. As I want to define it 
as neither an activity nor pure passivity, but to preserve the dialectics 
inherent in responsibility, I have emphasized its double meaning: (1) 
response-ability (understood as potential) and (2) taking-upon-one-
self one’s responsibility (the factual realization of this potential). Nota 
bene: The active component comes after the passivity to which Levi-
nas points when emphasizing that we are always already responsible, 
even before we know about it, and before we can do anything. 

In the third section, we learned from Rosenzweig and Buber, two 
of the founding fathers of the philosophy of dialogue, that neighborly 
love is embedded in the dialogical dynamics of becoming oneself vis-
à-vis the Other, where the linguistic interaction is shaped by multi- 
faceted temporal relations and experiences. Both philosophers of dia-
logue agree that in another person, we simultaneously encounter the 
human and the divine Other. The next question is why we should 
move from the unselfish, dialogical practice of neighborly love to the 
suggested “second-person poetics.” Why not be satisfied with real- 
time loving speech acts and silent acts of listening? The reason is that  
we need examples of a “both…and” of activity and passivity that 
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 correspond to the dialectic tension between these two poles of the 
phenomenon of responsibility.

In his Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle famously proposes that practice 
(Ancient Greek: ) is an activity that is an end in itself—for in-
stance, going for a walk without having a specific destination—where-
as poiesis ( ) refers to an activity that results in a product, and 
thus has an aim distinct from the activity.120 The contrast between 

 (Romanized: praxis) and  is that between action and 
production, doing and making. The Greek word poiesis has entered 
into the English words poetry and poetics. Poiesis designates a creative 
process by which something that did not previously exist is made or 
produced, and thus brought into being. However, we cannot control 
the inspiration that initiates and spurs creativity.

In a theological context, the transcendent source of inspiration is 
associated with the divine that only gives itself gracefully; otherwise, 
it remains unavailable to us. According to the biblical, Judeo-Chris-
tian tradition, the divine source of everything good is personal. It is 
specifically the God who addresses all and each of us, who authori-
tatively commands, “love your neighbor as yourself. I am the Lord” 
(Leviticus 19:18). So, the question is: How can “second-person po-
etics” help us practice neighborly love, and thus reconcile the polar 
opposition of activity and passivity by integrating  and ? 

I would like to suggest that poetry can inspire us to practice acts 
of neighborly love because poetry helps us discover the beauty of the 
world despite its difficulties, for example, through the wings of a but-
terfly. In its fragility, the butterfly is a symbol of transformation and 
the transition from the realm of death to new life.121 Although science 
may cure the body, poetry can nourish our souls. As Paul Mendes-
Flohr put it, poetry reflects “the imponderables of human existence” 
and provides “horizons of hope and healing.”122 It does so despite de-
spair and real suffering. If poetry only repeated the news or scientific 
discoveries, it would be superfluous. 

Poetry surpasses any other genre of language through its surprising 
abundance of meaning that enhances the prose of everyday life and 
makes us marvel at something greater hidden in small things. Poetry 
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calls attention to true wonders that would otherwise be overlooked. 
Moreover, poetry can express the joy of living in the midst of mourn-
ing, and provide encouragement as an antidote to despair. While our 
souls are in upheaval, waiting impatiently for good things to happen, 
we can already imagine some of them, like dwelling places for the 
troubled mind, places where the psyche can rest: Bird’s nests in the 
sky, as it were.123 

Yet, why not be content with poems that approach the world from 
a third-person perspective, why should we move on to “second-per-
son poetics”? In a nutshell, because the latter combines the poiesis of 
poetry and the praxis of works of love for the neighbor in a direct en-
counter, and it links the activity of someone taking responsibility for 
another to the uncontrollable creativity that produces something re-
ceived graciously, undeservedly. Let me conclude by providing an ex-
ample of a desolate situation, and a poem in the service of love.

In one of the most upsetting news clips at the beginning of the pan-
demic, under the extreme condition of an entire nation’s lockdown, a 
nurse in New York quoted a little boy who spoke the following words 
on the phone to his father who was dying of COVID-19: “Daddy, Dad-
dy, don’t leave me alone in this world. . .” There is hardly anything 
that can give consolation in such a situation. There is no remedy that 
could bring the dead back to life in this world. How can this boy go 
on living, despite his unfathomable loss? He cannot reach the person 
missed so sorely. His father, who gasped out his life on a respirator, 
can no longer reply. Will this boy ever be able to see anything other 
than horror with his inner eye when he remembers the year 2020? 
The answer to those questions cannot be anticipated. That is why this 
conclusion must remain inconclusive. 

Our works of neighborly love, whether they are  or , 
praxis or poiesis, remain works in progress. Loving is truly the task of 
a lifetime. In what ways may a “second-person poetics” offer works 
of neighborly love? Written words involve a temporal delay (and re-
sponses to them even more so). But they may be reread, and each time 
they will reveal new aspects of meaning that were not seen previously. 

By way of an inconclusive conclusion, I want to present a poem 
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that reached me by email. Its author is an Irish priest, Capuchin Fran-
ciscan Brother Richard Hendrick. Someone started to forward “up-
lifting” words, and everyone who received a poem was asked to send 
some words, some thoughts or pictures to someone else. Brother 
Richard Hendrick’s poem, called ‘Lockdown,’ was written for Saint 
Patrick’s Day in 2020, and this poem speaks for itself.124 It contains 
a remarkable shift of perspective, moving from the third-person per-
spective to the second-person perspective, and thus, without denying 
negativity, it testifies to a love that is stronger than death:

Yes there is fear.
Yes there is isolation.
Yes there is panic buying.
Yes there is sickness.
Yes there is even death.
But,
They say that in Wuhan after so many years of noise
You can hear the birds again.
They say that after just a few weeks of quiet
The sky is no longer thick with fumes
But blue and grey and clear.
They say that in the streets of Assisi
People are singing to each other
across the empty squares,
keeping their windows open
so that those who are alone
may hear the sounds of family around them.
They say that a hotel in the West of Ireland
Is offering free meals and delivery to the housebound.
Today a young woman I know
is busy spreading fliers with her number
through the neighborhood
So that the elders may have someone to call on.
Today Churches, Synagogues, Mosques and Temples
are preparing to welcome
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and shelter the homeless, the sick, the weary
All over the world people are slowing down and reflecting
All over the world people are looking at their neighbors in a new way
All over the world people are waking up to a new reality
To how big we really are.
To how little control we really have.
To what really matters.
To Love.
So we pray and we remember that
Yes there is fear.
But there does not have to be hate.
Yes there is isolation.
But there does not have to be loneliness.
Yes there is panic buying.
But there does not have to be meanness.
Yes there is sickness.
But there does not have to be disease of the soul
Yes there is even death.
But there can always be a rebirth of love.
Wake to the choices you make as to how to live now.
Today, breathe.
Listen, behind the factory noises of your panic
The birds are singing again
The sky is clearing,
Spring is coming,
And we are always encompassed by Love.
Open the windows of your soul
And though you may not be able
to touch across the empty square,
Sing.
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