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Abstract
At a time when considerable attention is being p aid to the excep tional, the

state of emergency, and the relationship between sovereignty and law, this
article uses a late seventeenth-century ap p eal to the law-susp ending God
of Abraham in the lawcourts to p robe the Christian and theological roots of
the sovereign veto/the disp ensing p ower. It attemp ts to retrieve deep
histories that have been missed because seventeenth-century historians do
not generally read Giorgio Agamben, while biblical scholars rarely enter the
domains of “secular” history and law. The article also exp lores some of the
crucial watersheds that have been p assed on the way to modernity. These
mean, among other things, that President Bush cannot say, as James II/VII
said in 1686, “as the God of Abraham can disp ense with his own law, so I, the
King/President am able to disp ense with the laws that I have made, for all
the laws of the constitution are in the gift of the single p erson of the
President/the King”—which is not to say that modern democracies cannot
achieve similar effects by different means. A key transition exp lored in the
article is the gradual rep lacement of the Absolute Monarchical or Patriarchal
Bible with the Whig or Liberal Bible: a Bible of fairly recent invention that is
non-excep tional and non-arbitrary and defined by its willingness to
devolve absolute p ower to consensus and law. In looking at changing
understandings of the p olitical intentions of the Christian God and Bible, this
article attemp ts to go beyond numerous histories of Bible versions and
translations into a new analysis of the changing weight of the Bible in p ublic
(p olitical, legal) discourse.
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