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To my children, Rafael-Andreu, Marta, Javier, and David, with all my love.

"Hear, O Israel: The Lord is our God, the Lord is one. You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your strength. These words which I command to you today shall be in your heart. You shall teach them to your children and shall talk of them when you sit in your house, when you walk, when you lie down, and when you rise up" (Deut. 6:4-7).
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Introduction

In English, "ratio et numen" translates as "reason and spirit" or "reason and divinity." The Latin phrase combines two fundamental concepts: "ratio" (reason, understanding) and "numen" (divinity, inspiring power, sacred presence). 

"Ratio" refers to the human capacity to reason, think logically, and understand. It is the intellectual faculty that allows us to analyze, discern, and make decisions based on evidence and logic.

"Numen," on the other hand, has a more complex meaning and is often associated with the religious or spiritual. In ancient Rome, "numen" referred to divine influence or sacred power manifested in a place, object, or person. It could also refer to a specific god or deity. In a broader sense, "numen" can be interpreted as an inspiring force, a mysterious power that drives creativity and action. 

Therefore, "ratio et numen" suggests a combination of human reason and the divine or spiritual. 

In summary, "ratio et numen" is a Latin phrase that evokes the union of human reason and divine force, representing the search for harmony between logical understanding and spiritual inspiration.

Speaking of God

IF WE ARE GOING TO talk about God, it is advisable to first define the subject of study. 

When Moses asked God for his name, he replied, "I am who I am" (in Hebrew: אֶהְיֶה אֲשֶׁר אֶהְיֶה, Ehyeh asher Ehyeh). This statement, uttered by God, is recorded in the book of Exodus (3:14). This name is one of the most profound theological statements in the entire Bible, and its meaning has been the subject of intense philosophical and theological study. 

If this statement were a human invention of the author of Exodus, or of its underlying and original tradition, it would be surprising that a statement of such philosophical and theological depth would have been made in the second millennium BC, the original time of the oral tradition later recorded in Exodus. And this, on the part of a people, the Israelites, who at that time were little more than tribes of nomadic herders, converted into slaves engaged in public construction in Egypt. A people without any cultural or philosophical infrastructure whatsoever. 

To see how far beyond the cultural level of the "embryonic" People of Israel at the time of the events this statement about the essence of God was, let us make a preliminary study of its philosophical depth and semantic complexity and of the historical moment in which it was made.

The expression "Eyeh Asher Ehyeh" (אֶהְיֶה אֲשֶׁר אֶהְיֶה), translated as "I am who I am" or "I will be who I w t be" (Exodus 3:14), represents a revolutionary concept in the history of religions: God as "Being-in-itself," absolute, ineffable, and self-sufficient, whose essence transcends all human categorization. In the context of the second millennium BCE, this concept is unique in its ontological and ethical depth. 

The uniqueness of "Ehyeh"

THERE IS NO EXACT PARALLEL in the second millennium BC for "Eyeh Asher Ehyeh."

It is the first time that the divine essence is defined as "pure being," transcendent, personal, and ethically committed to humanity (the liberation of slaves is at the heart of the Exodus).

While other cultures deified natural forces or abstract concepts, Israel proclaims YHWH as the "absolute Other" who chooses to reveal himself.

The concept inspired the development of ethical monotheism (Hebrew prophets) and, centuries later, Greek philosophy (Philo of Alexandria) and Christian theology (the "I am" in the Gospel of John).

In the words of scholar Walther Eichrodt: "The Exodus is not only a founding event, but a theological revolution: God is not a cosmic force, but the Will that makes history."

"Eyeh Asher Ehyeh": Linguistic and Philosophical Interpretations

THE PHRASE "EYEH ASHER Ehyeh" (אֶהְיֶה אֲשֶׁר אֶהְיֶה) is God's response to Moses when he asks Him for His name, according to the ancestral tradition preserved from generation to generation in fulfillment of the divine command: "These words that I command you today shall be on your heart. You shall teach them to your children and talk about them when you sit at home and when you walk along the way, when you lie down and when you rise up" (Deut. 6:6-7). 

The Hebrews took these words very seriously and passed down all their sacred traditions orally from generation to generation, which were later put into writing.

The word אֶהְיֶה (Ehyeh) is the imperfective form in the first person singular of the verb הָיָה (hayah), which means 'to be' or 'to exist'. Due to the peculiarities of biblical Hebrew grammar, this imperfective form can be translated as "I am" (present) or "I will be" (future), and even as modal forms such as "I could be," "I would be," or "I should be." 

This grammatical flexibility allows for a variety of interpretations. The meaning of the complete phrase is a matter of debate, with common translations into English including "I Am Who I Am," "I am what I am," "I will become what I choose to be," "I will be what I will be," or "I am the Existing One." A thorough analysis suggests up to nine legitimate translations, covering past, present, and future tenses. The word 'asher' (אֲשֶׁר), which connects the two forms of 'Ehyeh', can be translated as "that" or "who," giving rise to "I Am Who I Am" or "I Am Who I Am." The difficulty in translating it is such that some scholars, such as Rabbi Harold Kushner, argue that the phrase "defies easy translation," making it "appropriate for a God who embraces polarities" and transcends binaries of gender, age, or intimacy. Even the sound of "Ehyeh" is described as a "translucent sound wave escaping from the mouth," symbolizing the ineffability of God.   

Interpretations of "Eyeh Asher Ehyeh" encompass a rich spectrum of theological and philosophical meanings:

Aseity and Self-Existence: A prominent interpretation conceives "I Am Who I Am" as an expression of God's aseity, His self-existence as the ultimate, uncreated being who simply "is." This understanding dates back to the intertestamental period, evidenced by the Septuagint translation as "I am the one who is." St. Thomas Aquinas philosophically formulated this concept, seeing God as the "actuality of all actuality" and the "perfection of all perfections," where essence and existence are identified. God is the "Source of all being" and the "necessary Being."   

Eternal and Unchanging Nature: Scholars suggest that the phrase refers to the eternal nature of God, a concept that is not limited to Hellenistic philosophy but is common in the cultures of the ancient Near East. God is "eternally constant," "always present and unchanging," and "completely sufficient in Himself." His existence is conceived in the present tense, "without knowing past or future."

Where does the tradition that supports it come from?

THE TRADITION BEHIND the Exodus is much older than the date of its final writing. The stories and events narrated in the Exodus are believed to have been passed down orally for centuries before being put into writing. These oral traditions date back to the founding experiences of the people of Israel, including:

Slavery in Egypt: The memory of a period of oppression and forced labor.

Liberation: The memory of a miraculous rescue event.

The journey through the desert: The experiences of nomadism and the difficulties encountered.

The giving of the Law on Mount Sinai: The foundation of their religious and social identity as the chosen people.

The dating of the events of the biblical Exodus is one of the most debated topics in archaeology and biblical history. There is no absolute consensus, but the main theories are grouped into two periods, based on textual and archaeological evidence and correlations with Egyptian records:

1. Late Bronze Age Theory (15th-13th centuries BC)

High Chronology (approx. 1446 BC):

Based on 1 Kings 6:1, which indicates 480 years between the Exodus and the construction of Solomon's Temple (approx. 966 BC).

Supported by some conservative scholars and Jewish traditions.

Associated pharaoh: Thutmose III or Amenhotep II (18th Dynasty).

Low Chronology (approx. 1260-1200 BC):

The most academically accepted.

Links the Exodus with the collapse of the Late Bronze Age and the emergence of Israel in Canaan (attested by the Merneptah Stele, 1208 BC, which mentions "Israel").

Associated pharaoh: Ramses II (Exodus 1:11 mentions the store cities "Piton and Ramses") or his successor Merneptah.

2. Iron Age Theory (Hyksos period, 16th century BC)

Proposes that the Exodus occurred during the expulsion of the Hyksos (Semitic rulers of Egypt, 16th century BC).

The story of Joseph and the rise of a pharaoh "who did not know Joseph" (Exodus 1:8) would fit with the restoration of native Egyptian power (18th Dynasty).

Associated pharaoh: Ahmose I (expeller of the Hyksos).

Key evidence under debate:

Archaeology of Canaan:

The theory from the 13th century BC coincides with the emergence of settlements in the highlands of Canaan, interpreted as the Israelites.

By the 15th century BC, there is no clear evidence of significant population change.

City of Pi-Ramses:

Built by Ramses II (13th century BC), mentioned in Exodus 1:11.

Absence of Egyptian records:

No Egyptian text mentions the Exodus, which is to be expected if it was a minor event or if the records were lost. It was also unusual to mention defeats or events that were embarrassing to the Pharaoh in the records.

Conclusion:

The most plausible dates, according to current evidence, are:

-Approx. 1260-1200 BC (under Ramses II/Merneptah, Late Bronze Age).

-Approx. 1446 BC (under Thutmose III/Amenhotep II, based on biblical calculations).

-Hyksos period (16th century BC), although with less support.

These oral traditions were formed and passed down from generation to generation, and it is from them that, much later, the written text we know as the Book of Exodus took shape. The purpose of the written composition is considered theological and etiological: to explain the origins of Israel, its laws, and its covenant with Yahweh.

In summary, while the tradition underlying the Exodus dates back to events that, according to the Bible, occurred in the second millennium BCE (mainly the r 15th or 13th century BCE), the final writing of the Book of Exodus was probably consolidated much later, in the first millennium BCE. (between the 6th and 4th centuries BC), based on those oral traditions and older fragments, although the first written version of the Pentateuch must have been around 1000 BC. In their exile, the Israelites considered it necessary to record their traditions in writing so that they would not be lost in the historical uncertainty of their survival as a people or nation. The Bible also recounts that upon their return from exile in Babylon, a sacred book of the Pentateuch was found, suggesting an earlier writing.

The Context: The Question of the Name

THE SCENE IS AS FOLLOWS: Moses, standing before a burning bush that is not consumed by the flames, receives a divine command to free the Israelites from slavery in Egypt. Aware of the magnitude of the task and the likely disbelief of the people, Moses asks a fundamental and practical question:

"And if they ask me, 'What is his name?', what shall I say to them?" (Exodus 3:13).

In the ancient world, a name was not a simple label. It expressed the essence, character, and power of a person or a god. Knowing the name of a deity implied a certain understanding of its nature and, in some pagan beliefs, the ability to invoke or manipulate it. Moses' question is, in essence, "Who are you? What is your nature? What power defines you so that I can believe and the people can follow you?"

Analysis of the Hebrew Expression: Ehyeh asher Ehyeh


GOD'S RESPONSE IS A phrase of extraordinary grammatical and semantic richness.

אֶהְיֶה אֲשֶׁר אֶהְיֶה (Ehyeh asher Ehyeh)

Let's break it down:

Root Verb: The phrase is built on the Hebrew verb היה (H-Y-H, hayah), which means "to be," "to exist," "to become," or "to happen." It is a verb of existence, but with a dynamic connotation, of existence in action.

Verb Form - Ehyeh (אֶהְיֶה): This is the first person singular in the imperfect tense. The imperfect tense in Biblical Hebrew is key to understanding the meaning. It does not correspond exactly to our future or present tense. It denotes a continuous, ongoing, repeated, or future action. It does not describe a static state, but a dynamic and active existence. Therefore, a literal translation could be "I am being" or, more commonly, "I will be."

Conjunction - Asher (אֲשֶׁר): This is a relative pronoun that connects the two parts of the sentence. It translates as "that," "which," or "who."

Putting the pieces together, the most literal translation of Ehyeh asher Ehyeh is not "I am who I am," but "I will be who I will be" or "I am becoming who I am becoming." The traditional translation "I am who I am" is a valid interpretation, but it tends to "Hellenize" the concept, giving it a more static and philosophical nuance (typical of Greek thought) instead of the Hebrew dynamism.

"Ehyeh Asher Ehyeh" is directly linked to the Tetragrammaton, YHWH (יהוה), which is the third person form of the verb "to be," meaning "He is" or "He will be." 

God instructs Moses to say "I Am has sent me" (Ehyeh) and then "The LORD" (YHWH) has sent me, indicating an interchangeability between the names. This connection underscores God's self-revelation as the existing and ever-present God. The name YHWH is considered so sacred in Judaism that it is often not pronounced. It conveys God's dominion, power, and eternal nature. The name YHWH also denotes God's "absolute transcendence," being "beyond all 'predications' or attributes of language," but also His "immanence" through His relationships with the patriarchs.

The philosophical formulation of God's self-existence based on "Eyeh Asher Ehyeh" was developed by St. Thomas Aquinas, although St. Augustine had already had a general intuition of it. Jewish philosophical traditions, such as that of Maimonides, emphasize God as the "true Being" who simply "is," existing beyond human concepts of time. Ramban, using a Midrash, explains the name as a model of the covenant relationship, where God's presence is reciprocal to the actions of the people. Later interpretations, including those of Christianity, link "I Am" with the divine claims of Jesus Christ (John 8:58), which the Jewish people perceived as blasphemy, attempting to stone him.   

The inherent grammatical ambiguity of the Hebrew imperfective verb 'hayah' (to be) directly enables the multifaceted theological richness of "Eyeh Asher Ehyeh," allowing for both static (the being of God) and dynamic (the presence/action of God) interpretations. Hebrew grammar allows 'Ehyeh' to mean 'I am' or 'I will be', and this flexibility leads directly to multiple translations and meanings. This linguistic feature is not a deficiency, but an intrinsic feature of the original Hebrew that allows for profound theological depth. The phrase simultaneously conveys God's unchanging being (static) and His active, relational presence in history (dynamic). This linguistic design in itself can be considered a sophisticated theological statement, allowing for a concept of God that is both transcendent (beyond time, pure being) and immanent (active in history, present with His people). This suggests a deliberate choice of language that facilitates deep philosophical reflection, regardless of whether it was a "human invention" or a "divine statement."

The Layers of Meaning: What Message Was God Conveying?

THE GENIUS OF THE PHRASE lies in its deliberate polysemy, containing multiple layers of meaning that answer Moses' question on different levels.

a) Absolute Existence and Aseity (The Philosophical Meaning)

This is the most well-known interpretation. By defining himself through the verb "to be," God presents himself as the Being par excellence.

He is Existence Itself: It is not that God has existence as one of his properties; He is Existence. His essence is to exist. Everything else (the universe, human beings, matter) is contingent: it exists, but it could not have existed. Its existence depends on something else. God, on the other hand, is the Necessary Being. His non-existence is a logical impossibility. As scholastic theology would later say, He is Ipsum Esse Subsistens (the same subsistent Being).

Aseity and Self-sufficiency: His existence does not come from anyone or anything. He has no cause. This radically differentiates Him from pagan gods, who had genealogies, births, and depended on sacrifices for their sustenance. God reveals Himself as the First Uncaused Cause that Greek philosophical thought would seek.

b) Sovereignty and Indefinability (The Rejection of Being Controlled)

This interpretation focuses on the dynamic and future character of the phrase, "I will be who I will be."

Refusal to be Encapsulated: By responding in this way, God refuses to be defined by human categories or to give a name that can be used to control Him, as was believed in ancient magic. It is as if He were saying, "You cannot put me in a box. I am not just another god in your pantheon. I will define My nature through My actions."

Freedom and Absolute Sovereignty: "I will be who I will be" implies that His future actions are not determined by anything or anyone outside Himself. He will act according to His own will and purpose. The people should not expect a predictable god according to their standards, but a sovereign and free God.

c) Faithfulness and Active Presence (The Relational and Covenantal Meaning)

This interpretation focuses on the immediate context of Israel's deliverance.

A Promise of Presence: The verbal form "I will be" is a direct promise. Immediately before revealing his name, God says to Moses, "I will be with you" (Exodus 3:12), using the same word, Ehyeh. Therefore, Ehyeh asher Ehyeh can be understood as an emphatic reaffirmation of this promise: "I am the one who will be there for you. My essence is to be-with-you."

Defined by Salvation: The name is a guarantee that God will actively intervene in history to save his people. His being will be revealed in his doing: in the plagues, in the parting of the sea, in the giving of the Law. The message to Moses and to Israel is: "You will know who I am by what I do for you. I am the God who acts and keeps his promises."

The Connection with the Sacred Name: YHWH (יהוה)

IMMEDIATELY AFTERWARDS, in verse 3:15, God gives Moses the name he is to use before the people: YHWH (often transcribed as Yahweh or Jehovah). This name is directly related to Ehyeh.

Ehyeh ("I will be") is the first person of the verb hayah.

YHWH is universally understood as the third person of the same verb: "He is," "He will be," or even "He who causes things to be."

The connection is profound and beautiful:

God reveals his intimate nature to Moses in the first person: "My essence is 'I Will Be'" (Ehyeh).

Then He gives it the third-person form so that the people can refer to Him: "Tell them that 'He Is' (YHWH) has sent me."

God's personal name (YHWH) is the public manifestation of his intimate revelation (Ehyeh).
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