FAITH’S SUBLIME TRAVERSAL






FAITH’S SUBLIME TRAVERSAL: RHETORICAL AND DIALECTICAL
APPROACHES TO PRESERVING CHRISTIANITY AS EXISTENTIAL

MOVEMENT

By

JUSTIN D. KLASSEN, B.A., M.A.

A Thesis
Submitted to the School of Graduate Studies
in Partial Fulfilment of the Requirements
for the Degree

Doctor of Philosophy

McMaster University

© Copyright by Justin D. Klassen, October 2008






DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY (2008) McMaster University

(Religious Studies) Hamilton, Ontario

TITLE: Faith’s Sublime Traversal: Rhetorical and Dialectical Approaches to Preserving
Christianity as Existential Movement

AUTHOR: Justin D. Klassen, B.A. (Simon Fraser University), M.A. (McMaster
University)

SUPERVISOR: Professor P. Travis Kroeker

NUMBER OF PAGES: v, 332.

il






ABSTRACT

This thesis weighs the merits of “rhetorical” and “dialectical” theological
responses to the history of western thought as a history of objectification. Objectification
is theologically relevant insofar as it can be shown to be the root of modern and
postmodern “suspicion” of religion. In modernity’s predictable temporal economy, the
human being is not a true “agent” in history, but the object of a spatialized logic of
determining causes. And postmodernism’s acute sensitivity to temporality as
unpredictable “flux” nonetheless implies that the human being as agent is “sacrificed” at
each successive moment to an arbitrary measure of difference. What is ruled out in both
cases is the Christian supposition that the true form of creation is not a “thing” but a
“way,” a way whose temporal articulation may be analogous to the eternal
“differentiation” of the Trinitarian God. This diagnosis is derived from the theology of
John Milbank and “Radical Orthodoxy,” which suggests in addition that only a
theological “rhetoric” can safeguard the human being from objectification, in that rhetoric
does not tempt the subject to define himself or herself as a “thing,” but “persuades” that
subject into becoming a self only by /iving the mysterious movement of caritas. This
thesis first of all clarifies the little noticed Kierkegaardian heritage implicit in Radical
Orthodoxy’s “existential” imperative to rhetoric. = But ultimately it argues that
Kierkegaard’s account of love, which refuses to appeal to a “hope” that is authenticated
by any rhetorical exemplars, more adequately captures the Radical Orthodox imperative
to Christianity as an existential way than does any rhetorical appeal. On my reading,
Kierkegaard offers an account of love as giving rise to a unique mode of expectancy—a
comportment to the future as the possibility of the good—which keeps the subject

eternally in motion through faith’s inexplicable resolve.
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FAITH’S SUBLIME TRAVERSAL: RHETORICAL AND DIALECTICAL
APPROACHES TO PRESERVING CHRISTIANITY AS EXISTENTIAL

MOVEMENT

INTRODUCTION

This thesis is about possible Christian theological responses to the history of
western thought as a history of objectification. Objectification is theologically relevant
insofar as it can be shown to be the root of modern and postmodern “suspicion” of
religion. That is, in both modern and postmodern thought, religion as the possibility of a
way of being, in time, is ruled out in virtue of certain a priori conclusions that “life” as
such is not possibly a temporal way. On the one hand, in modernity’s predictable
temporal economy, the human being is not a true “agent” in history, but the object of a
spatialized logic of determining causes. On the other hand, postmodernism’s acute
sensitivity to temporality as unpredictable “flux” nonetheless implies that the human
being as agent is “sacrificed” at each successive moment to an arbitrary measure of
difference. Either way, what is ruled out is the possibility that the human being might be
related in time to the “distance” of the future as something that is both mysterious and yet
nonetheless traversable, via the measure of caritas. What is excluded, then, is the
Christian supposition that the true form of creation, through which it may be reconciled
to its creator, is not a “thing” but a “way,” a way whose temporal articulation is

analogous to the eternal “differentiation” of the Trinitarian God.
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The theological response to the objectification of western thought advocated in
this thesis is determined in large part by the influential movement in contemporary
theology known as Radical Orthodoxy. Radical Orthodoxy suggests that theology must
defend Christianity against modern and postmodern suspicion, but that it should do so in
a manner that is “metacritical.” That is, theology must not appeal to better yet equally
objectifying definitions of the religious life, but to a real tradition of historical action that
accords with its supposition that temporal transitions may be lived according to the
mystery of caritas. In thus making its appeal not in an “explanatory” but in a “rhetorical”
fashion, theology calls into question the very objectifying premises on which modern and
postmodern suspicion of religion is based. By extension, for Radical Orthodoxy, a
theological rhetoric alone safeguards the human being from objectification, in that it does
not tempt the subject to define himself or herself as a thing, but “woos” that subject into
becoming a self only by /iving the temporal movement of love. In this sense, or so I shall
argue, Radical Orthodoxy implies that theology must respond to our philosophical milieu
by reemphasizing the character of the Christian life as inexorably existential—concerned
not with “what” one is, objectively speaking, but with the “how” of one’s living.

With this implication we come to the central locus of this thesis’s contribution to
theological scholarship. That is, over the course of the thesis I shall try to demonstrate, in
the first place, that at the center of Radical Orthodoxy’s “theological imperative” lies a
largely unacknowledged Kierkegaardian heritage. This heritage becomes evident
especially in the account of temporality that underlies Radical Orthodoxy’s supposition

that theological communication must not presume upon the false certainty of a
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“metaphysical justification.” Radical Orthodoxy eschews such justifications largely
because it assumes the possibility of the subject’s temporal continuance is only
safeguarded when “truth” compels that subject to be “in” the truth only by /iving it. That
this existential approach to living is discernibly Kierkegaardian has been largely ignored,
primarily because certain proponents of Radical Orthodoxy take offense at Kierkegaard’s
unwillingness to “defend” Christianity. But despite such offenses—which we shall
explore in detail in the work of Catherine Pickstock and David Bentley Hart—I argue that
one can discern a significant resonance between Radical Orthodoxy’s refusal of
“metaphysical justifications” and Kierkegaard’s suggestion that Christianity “must not be
defended.” Both theological moves, one rhetorical and the other “dialectical,” aim at a
common goal, that of preserving the existential character of the Christian life.

Clarifying the Kierkegaardian resonances of Radical Orthodoxy’s anti-
metaphysical theology will lead to the more significant pursuit of my thesis, which is to
adjudicate the relative adequacy of “rhetorical” and “dialectical” communication to “the
essentially Christian” as existential. Thus the thesis’s guiding question is something like
the following: If the objectification of “secular reason,” and also subjective despair,
results from the human being’s doubt that the “sublime” distance of the future’s
impendence can be traversed by a peaceful measure, then ought theology to provide a
“persuasion” to the effect that such a traversal is possible? The answer of Radical
Orthodoxy, and especially John Milbank, is an unequivocal “yes.” Any refusal to
“decorate” the distance of the sublime with the persuasive possibility of caritas

ostensibly leaves the anxious and insecure subject without recourse before the uncertainty
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of temporal differentiation. Thus Milbank, despite his denigration of metaphysically
justified communication, wages a battle against those like René Girard who acknowledge
Christianity’s unique capacity to motivate a “peaceful” reconciliation of time and
eternity, but who do not appeal directly to a positive historical “content” in order to
“confirm” and so persuade us of that possibility. My own answer to the question,
however, is that there is ultimately too much in rhetoric that aligns with the objectifying
tendencies of “secular reason” which Radical Orthodoxy otherwise so helpfully targets. I
argue, then, chiefly via a reading of Kierkegaard’s Works of Love in the final chapter, that
only a Christian ethic whose appeal is utterly indirect vis-a-vis human “preferences” is
adequately attuned to the connection between human eros and the despairing self-
protection that tends toward the objectification of the human agent. Let me briefly spell
out the trajectory of this proposal.

I begin in the first chapter with a consideration of John Milbank’s assessment, in
Theology and Social Theory, of the history of philosophy as a history of nihilism, an
assessment that has given rise almost singlehandedly to the theological imperative of
Radical Orthodoxy. There we will come to see that for Milbank, the common nihilism of
ancient, modern, and postmodern thought is rooted in the tendency of each to
“hypostasize” and separate the immanent from the transcendent. This separation pretends
to a “metaphysical justification,” on the basis of which it becomes possible to give an
account of temporal economy as giving birth to an entirely reified and legible “history,” a
la Max Weber’s “routinization.” Theology’s essential distinction from other modes of

thought must therefore reside in its superlative historicism. That is, for Milbank,
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theology can avoid the metaphysics of presence upon which all secular thought runs
aground in virtue of its rhetorical advocacy of a particular historical tradition as the
persuasive analogical “breach™ of secular reason’s “boundary” between transcendence
and immanence.

In the second chapter, I follow Catherine Pickstock’s argument in After Writing:
The Liturgical Consummation of Philosophy, which builds upon Milbank’s critique of
secular reason by articulating a distinction between the subject’s inscription in truth as
mediated in “writing” or in “speech.” Pickstock begins by suggesting that Plato’s
suspicion of the written is theologically pertinent insofar as it implies that the “truth” of
reality cannot be “had” in abstraction from the movement of time. Orality is therefore
preferable to Plato not because it is somehow “closer” to the timeless, immemorial origin
of all being, but because it beckons a temporal enactment analogous in its movement to
the infinite’s own erotic interval of temporalization. Pickstock then argues that
Christianity comes not so much as the refutation of a philosophy destined to give birth to
the nihilism of secular reason, but as the consummation of a Platonism that had already
gone some distance toward understanding the relationship of the human being to infinite
truth in “existential” terms. The Christian “addition” consists for Pickstock in its
Trinitarian conception of the origin of all being, such that any tragic dimension to the
Platonic “othering” of an originary unity is decisively overcome. But precisely by
reducing the Christian distinction from Platonism to this “speculative” difference, I argue
that Pickstock also brings the possible irony of any “rhetorical” advocacy of Christianity

into view for us. That is, when Pickstock brings the importance of retrieving a medieval
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Christian construal of the reconciliation of time and eternity to the fore, she ultimately
allows the properly Christian urgency of /iving that reconciliation to slip from view. The
work of David Bentley Hart is instructive on this point as well, in that Hart suggests that
the only danger a properly historicist theology cannot abide is an attack on the aesthetics
of its truth. Thus, Hart goes on to argue, theology must above all seek to seek to
overcome the possibility of persuasive aesthetic “offenses” at the Christian account.

In the third chapter I turn to an alternative interpretation of the uniqueness of the
essentially Christian, arguing specifically that Kierkegaard’s account of Christianity as an
infinite complication rather than a speculative consummation of all other forms of
religiousness more adequately captures Christianity’s unique evasion of the
objectifications of secular reason. In contrast to Religiousness A—which [ suggest
ultimately includes Radical Orthodoxy—for Kierkegaard’s Christianity the eternal is not
everywhere present and hidden, but becomes historical in a particular man. The
“essentially Christian” thus proclaims that Jesus wants to make the human being eternal,
in time, which means by extension that precisely in one’s inclination to offer even the
best “construals” of the eternal’s kinship with the temporal, one is and has been forfeiting
the condition of such kinship. For Kierkegaard, only a “Religiousness B” that
undermines all possible security, even in a rhetorical construal of kinship with the divine,
adequately preserves the religious life as inexorably enacted. Therefore only a
Christianity that is not rhetorically communicable fully outstrips the objectifying
tendencies of secular reason—the tendency of all broken human thought to allow the

human subject to evade the genuine reconciliation of the eternal and the temporal in a
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life.

In the third chapter we shall also be introduced to what I will argue is the essential
core of Radical Orthodoxy’s rhetorical imperative. Specifically, we will see that Radical
Orthodoxy is premised upon an account of the human being’s temporal situatedness in
which the impendence of the future inevitably provokes subjective anxiety. For Milbank
this account gives rise to a Kierkegaardian “skepticism” about the possibility of temporal
continuance. Crucial to Radical Orthodoxy’s overcoming of postmodern nihilism is
therefore the task of reconciling of such skepticism with “fideism.” In continuing our
analysis of Theology and Social Theory in the fourth chapter, we will find that this task of
reconciliation requires a rhetorical construal of the “gap” of temporal differentiation as
possibly traversed according to the measure of caritas. In that chapter I offer a close
consideration of the work of René Girard, whom Milbank singles out as particularly
“deficient” in this regard. I argue that what Milbank misses in Girard is his account of
the function of all cultural “significations” in justifying human desire-as-violence, which
explains Girard’s reticence to communicate the unique Christian possibility of peace in a
directly persuasive “idiom.” I demonstrate how Milbank’s critique of Girard on this
point is connected to his dismissal elsewhere of what he calls “Protestant” differentiations
of the purity of agape from the fundamental corruption of human eros, and conclude with
Milbank’s corresponding suggestion that the Christian ethic can only be a
comprehensibly enacted way of living if it integrates the universality of agape with the
particular “charms” that woo human eros.

This last point leads to my final chapter, in which I offer a reading of
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Kierkegaard’s Works of Love that is meant to provide a final resistance to Radical
Orthodoxy’s fundamental claim that only the metaphysically unjustified persuasion of
rhetoric can animate an existential Christian sociality. I argue that Kierkegaard’s account
of love, which refuses to appeal to a “hope” that is authenticated by any rhetorical
exemplars, more adequately captures the Radical Orthodox imperative to Christianity as
an existential way than does any rhetorical appeal. On my reading, Kierkegaard provides
an account of love as giving rise to a unique mode of expectancy—a comportment to the
future as the possibility of the good whose distance from even a “rhetorical” justification
alone saves the subject from the despairing desire for a conclusive “identity,” and thus
keeps the subject eternally in motion through faith’s inexplicable resolve.

In sum, then, I think what the reader shall find herein is a unique account of, and
sympathy for, the fundamentally existential concerns of Radical Orthodoxy, crowned by
a final resistance to the Radical Orthodox claim that those concerns are best addressed by
a theology that persuades. Instead, as I hope to have demonstrated by the end, even
rhetoric must be eschewed if theology hopes to oppose the objectification effected by
doubt’s despair, instead of validating it by trying to “convince” the doubting subject.

Without further ado, then, let us turn to Milbank’s Theology and Social Theory.
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CHAPTER 1
THEOLOGICAL “META-SUSPICION” AND THE TURN TO RHETORIC IN

JOHN MILBANK’S THEOLOGY AND SOCIAL THEORY

INTRODUCTION: THE URGENT SITUATION

In the introductory essay to their edited volume, Radical Orthodoxy: A New
Theology, John Milbank, Catherine Pickstock, and Graham Ward suggest ominously that
“for several centuries now, secularism has been defining and constructing the world.”"
The authors argue that secular reason constructs a world in which “the theological”
cannot be ultimately relevant—i.e., in which theology cannot propose any alternative to
the immanentist construal of the whole, “social” world, and instead must accept the
position of “a harmless leisure-time activity of private commitment.” “Radical
Orthodoxy” asserts the urgency, in the late stages of secular reason’s reign, of reclaiming
theology’s supremacy as a discourse, particularly in terms of its capacity as a “social
theory.” Thus Radical Orthodoxy is, at the outset, positioned critically vis-a-vis any so-
called theology that acquiesces in secular reason’s assertion of the inexorably “personal”
character of the religious life.

If theology loses its grip on the world in the secular age, it is also true that secular
reason “grips” the world more tightly than theology ever had need to do, as we shall see

below with Milbank’s revelation of its pretension to a metaphysical justification, of

! Milbank et al., “Suspending the Material: The Turn of Radical Orthodoxy,” in Radical Orthodoxy: A
New Theology, eds. John Milbank, Catherine Pickstock and Graham Ward (New York: Routledge, 1999),
1.

? “Suspending the Material,” 1.
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which theology proper has no need. But this grip is now faltering, as secular reason
reaches its self-destructive end. For a secular world-construction implies the ostensibly
liberating severance of finite things from their former eternal situatedness, the nihilistic
consequences of which are blatant in many late cultural manifestations of this
severance—for example in Las Vegas, where all self~grounded and apparently splendid
objects of desire are but thin facades upon a barren desert. It is in the midst of our
culture’s provision of such dead-end “destinations” that Radical Orthodoxy offers an
ontology of “participation,” claiming it to be the sole possibility of once again “allowing
finite things their own integrity.””® That is, as the finite objects which secular reason
sought to liberate now melt into the desert sand, Radical Orthodoxy intends by its
alternative, rhetorically justified ontology, to “reclaim the world™ itself.

In order to be better able to assess the “radicality” to which this reclamation calls
all theology and even all thinking, we must first of all explore in some depth why for
Radical Orthodoxy all a-theological reason or world-construction is nihilistic, and why by
extension a specifically “rhetorical” theology might be uniquely well-equipped to address
and correct this pervasive trend in human thinking. Accordingly, in this chapter I offer a
reading of John Milbank’s Theology and Social Theory, a book that is both
comprehensive in scope—i.e., it relates “all” of modern, postmodern, and antique reason
to its unique theological alternative—and which has had an undeniably seminal influence
upon later Radical Orthodox critiques. I shall aim to cover several sub-topics over the

course of the chapter, the structure of which is largely derived from Milbank’s book

? “Suspending the Material,” 3.
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itself. First, we shall see how Milbank’s advocacy of a theological “meta-suspicion” in
the face of all “sociological” critiques of religion is intended primarily to undermine the
“barrier” which modern thought posits between “religion,” on the one hand, and “the
social,” on the other. Second, I will demonstrate that Milbank’s “for” and “against”
reading of Hegelian and Marxian dialectics hinges on the possibility in such thought of a
genuine Sittlichkeit, which is to say, an ethics that unites the universal good with the
particular, customary instance, and so refuses the boundary upon which secular reason is
staked. Third, we shall see that Milbank’s hostility to postmodernism is due, perhaps
strangely for a theologian, to the reluctance of postmodern philosophy to be sufficiently
historicist, sufficiently post-modern, in its account of social genesis. Finally I shall
attempt to demonstrate, with reference to Milbank’s criticism of Alasdair MacIntyre’s
“dialectical” form of communication and his corresponding development of an anti-
dialectical Christian metanarrative, why theology’s overcoming of the secular finally
requires a specifically rhetorical form of communication. In relation especially to this
last point, I shall try along the way to problematize the possibility of communicating a
seemingly existential Christian “identity” (for Milbank, to be Christian is not to be an
objective substance but to enact a particular “movement”) by means of rhetoric. More
specifically, I shall raise the question of how a Christianity that is defined as irreducible
enactment can be communicated “persuasively”—which is to say, at some level,
objectively. But let us turn now to Milbank’s account of the modern reduction of religion

to “the social.”

* “Suspending the Material,” 1.
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THE MODERN HYPOSTASIZATION OF “RELIGION” AND “THE SOCIAL”
1. Meta-Suspicion
Milbank tells us that Theology and Social Theory is “addressed to both social

> and especially to those theologians who assume that “a

theorists and theologians,”
sensibly critical faith is supposed to admit fully the critical claims of sociology.”® By this
Milbank means to refer to any theology that is, for ostensibly “theological” reasons, too
ready to agree with the sociological reduction of religion to immanent, transparently
“social” factors. In response to such sociologically critical theology and social theory,
Milbank’s primary aim is to persuade us to adopt a theological “‘meta-suspicion’ which
casts doubt on the possibility of suspicion [of religion] itself.”” What sort of theology,
we might ask, is ready to agree with this reduction of religion in the first place?

Milbank will often stress that the “metanarrative” of modern and especially
Protestant theology tells of a “providential” emancipation of true, “personal” religion
from the authoritarian grasp of institutional order. According to Milbank, such a belief
immediately justifies a complete evacuation of religious content from all of the ways in
which our lives are organized socially. Of course, modern theology’s hope is that such
an admission of the “secularity” of the social is a “propaedeutic to the explication of a

more genuine religious remainder.”® But as Milbank is quick to remind us, if this

remainder “concerns some realm of ‘private experience,” then we have every reason to

> Milbank, Theology and Social Theory: Beyond Secular Reason (Oxford: Blackwell, 1990), 1.
6 Theology and Social Theory, 101.
7 Theology and Social Theory, 102.
¥ Theology and Social Theory, 101.

12
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% At precisely this point, then,

believe that this does not really escape social mediation.
when religion stands on the brink of being excised from the human realm altogether, the
theological response to sociological suspicion is critical. Here the Protestant trajectory
culminates in “neo-orthodoxy,” which according to Milbank responds to sociological
suspicion by becoming equally suspicious of religion, insisting “on the absolute contrast
between the revealed word of God and human ‘religion,” which as a mere historical
product can safely be handed over to any reductive analyses whatsoever.”'® This neo-
orthodox suspicion would undermine all pretensions to religiosity from the “immanent
side,” be they those of ecclesiology or of the individual’s “experience” of faith. These
claims, neo-orthodoxy ostensibly suggests, can always be reduced to the social because
they are not genuinely spiritually informed, which implies in turn that the causality of
immanence can or has become transparent to human scientistic reason.'’

Milbank’s own “meta-suspicion,” by contrast, seeks to cast “doubt on the very

idea of there being something ‘social’ (in a specific, technical sense) to which religious

? Theology and Social Theory, 101.

' Theology and Social Theory, 101.

' Despite Milbank’s suggestions in this regard, Karl Barth, for example, is anything but confident of the
transparency of the immanent, and in fact allows the “sciences of man” their own integrity only insofar as
they do not become “dogmatic,” or we might say in Radical Orthodox terms, only insofar as they do not
try, scientifically, to justify any suspicion of religion: “The exact science of man cannot be the enemy of
the Christian confession. It becomes this only when it dogmatizes on the basis of its formulae and
hypotheses, becoming the exponent of a philosophy and world-view, and thus ceasing to be exact science.
As long as it maintains restraint and openness in face of the reality of man [i.e., a finally irreducibly
spiritual reality], it belongs, like eating, drinking, sleeping and all other human activities, techniques and
achievements, to the range of human actions which in themselves do not prejudice in any way the hearing
or non-hearing of the Word of God, which become acts of obedience or disobedience only in so far as they
belong to individuals with their special tendencies and purposes....To the extent that it remains within its
limits, and does not attempt to be more or less than exact science, it is a good work....Opposition is only
required if it becomes axiomatic, dogmatic, and speculative.” Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics I11.2, The
Doctrine of Creation, trans. H. Knight, G. W. Bromiley, J. K. S. Reid, R. H. Fuller (New York: T&T Clark
International, 1960), 24-25. Emphasis added.

13
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behavior could be in any sense referred.”'? That is, Milbank’s suspicion calls into
question the transparency of “the human” to reason, and thus the very “immanence” of
the immanent. And if theology cannot call the premises of the secular human sciences
into question, if it too willingly “surrenders its claim to be a metadiscourse, it cannot any
longer articulate the word of the creator God, but is bound to turn into the oracular voice
of some finite idol.”" If theology cannot exercise “meta-suspicion,” in other words, then
its concern remains confined to a word that, as transcendent, a word of God, “does not
really penetrate the realm of human symbolic constructions without getting tainted and
distorted,” and thus ultimately remains “without impact upon the world.”"*

In order to persuade his reader of the possibility of theological meta-suspicion, the

3

possibility of an orthodoxy more “radical” than “neo-,” Milbank must expose the
premises of secular reason’s legitimating narratives, such as the transparency to reason of
“the social,” as themselves unnecessary conjectures rather than self-evident truths. I turn
now to Milbank’s critical reading of Max Weber in order to clarify how this meta-critique
is applied. Following this consideration, we shall be better able to take up Milbank’s

further claim, most explicit in Chapter 5, “Policing the Sublime,” that theology and

secular reason are equally conjectures, but not equally comfortable with that status.

2. Charisma and Routine in Milbank’s Reading of Weber

Milbank suggests that all “neo-Kantian” sociology, in which Weber’s work can be

"2 Theology and Social Theory, 102.
" Theology and Social Theory, 1.
' Theology and Social Theory, 101. Emphasis added.
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included, can be characterized by its claim
to provide an exhaustive inventory of the essential aspects of our (social) finitude
in such a manner as to make theological or metaphysical explanation of the
content of this finitude impossible and redundant. At the same time, it repeats the
Kantian identification of religion with the private, the subjective and the
evaluative, in contradistinction to a public, natural or social realm of objective,
but humanly meaningless fact."
He argues that this “method,” which isolates a rationally transparent “social” sphere from
a totally inward/transcendent locus of “religious™ significance, “both enshrines and
conceals a particular history, namely the emergence of Protestantism.”'® While the
Protestant metanarrative has “the merit of recognizing the unmistakable uniqueness of
both the Jewish presence in history and the Christian ecclesial presence as a new sort of
universal society,” it also tries “to read this uniqueness as the always implicit presence in
the west of a private realm of value.”'” Neo-Kantian sociology takes from Protestantism
not only this justification of religion’s separation from the social, but also a certain
“hermeneutic” strategy, according to which interpretation requires a possible “identity

between the mind of the author and the mind of the interpreter,”'®

a strategy that
sociology applies to the “reading” of history. Milbank suggests we think of this
hermeneutic possibility as the “protest” of sola scriptura against the less manageable
Catholic “traditional accumulation of meanings,” which, when applied to history, implies

a possibly discerned identity between agential intentions and tangible effects, and thereby

justifies a methodological “concern to isolate and exactly describe a historical

' Theology and Social Theory, 76.
' Theology and Social Theory, 76, 77.
' Theology and Social Theory, 96.
'® Theology and Social Theory, 78.
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moment.”" This approach to history Milbank calls “explanatory,” and contrasts it at all
points with “historiography,” which he says pays more attention to the “narrative
relation” between historical events than it does to a causal one.

For Milbank, Max Weber has an unfortunately “explanatory” approach to history,
in that he “clings to the notion of an ‘interior’ subject, whose ideals and motivations can

2 . .. . .
20 This critical suggestion is

be ‘compared with’ the external course of events.
complicated, as Milbank acknowledges, by the fact that Weber intentionally distances
himself from those theories of history which ascribe all causality to “laws of nature.”
That is, Weber specifically wants to allow for the possibility that “Wertrational” motives
play a role in human agency and social genesis, in addition to those motives which are
oriented to “rationally transparent” ends. The task Weber sets for himself, therefore, is to
show how one can register the “effect” of humanly meaningful, “religious” motivations
in the “social” sphere. Instead of problematizing this “problem” itself, for example by
criticizing the very notion that “religion” and “the social” are negatively related, Milbank
claims that Weber makes it possible to have objective knowledge of the effects of such
Wertrational motivations “to the extent that one registers deviations from the ‘ideal type’
of means-end rationality.” And this implies, by extension, that “fully objective history
(sociology) is primarily about economic rationality, formal bureaucracy, and
222

Machiavellian politics.

To clarify the preceding let us put it as follows: 1) in order for sociology to be

' Theology and Social Theory, 79.
0 Theology and Social Theory, 83.
2 Theology and Social Theory, 84.
22 Theology and Social Theory, 84.

16



Ph.D. Thesis — Justin D. Klassen McMaster — Religious Studies

able to refer reliably to “the social” and thereby justify its existence, it must be able to
“read” social history objectively, which implies the capacity to trace the effects of
religion in immanent terms; 2) for Weber, this is possible because religion, while itself
inexplicably transcendent, can only “impact” the world via a measurable “deviation”
from the rational processes by which that world operates. This impact is only
momentary, because for Weber and for sociology generally, there is no such thing as a
“deviation” whose impact endures, in the sense of evading assimilation to generally
transparent historical processes. This is evident in the utter irreconcilability of Weber’s
categories of “charisma,” on the one hand, and “routinization” on the other. As Milbank
puts it, for Weber,
any religious pattern of valuation which semi-permanently distorts the operations
of pure means-end rationality cannot be acknowledged as a factual presence in
terms of its symbolic ordering of the world; instead it can only be registered as an
inertia, as a mechanical persistence [i.e., routinization] of the effect of response to
charisma, after the original charisma has passed away.*
Such is the inevitable conclusion of any “secular” social theory; even its ostensibly
humble concession of the inexplicable transcendence of the religious event or “charisma”
is, in combination with an explanatory confidence vis-a-vis social “routinization,” really
a hubristic “policing” of religion, such that the latter is prevented, a priori, from
achieving a “factual presence in terms of its symbolic ordering of the world.”

Milbank’s counter-suggestion is not that theology can make the social more

transparent. In fact, quite the opposite—he claims that the sociological assumption of the

- Theology and Social Theory, 85.
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metaphysical inevitability>* of routinization must ignore the equally tenable suggestion
that even in the most “routinized” of series, “one can never fully ‘account for’ what
comes after in terms of what precedes,” for “preceding conditions are only causally
adequate at the point where they have already been superseded by the new

»3  Thus, for Milbank, the notion of an objective history, which is

circumstances.
required if sociology is to have a legitimate “domain,” is, at the very least, not an
inevitably discovered “fact” of human existence. Power, even “charismatic” power, can
be operative in more subtle ways than the “formal regularity” of Weberian history will
allow, which means that historical transitions may be better (though not more
“transparently”) revealed by “narration,” which itself remains embedded in the series it
describes. Such a “historiographical” rather than “explanatory” reading of history is
capable of retaining in historical transitions something more mysterious than “formal
regularity,” and thus it shatters the putative “necessity” of sociology’s assumption of the
irreconcilability of religion and the social.?® And if this “boundary” is not, despite

sociology’s best wishes, an “ahistorical absolute,” it may turn out that “there is nowhere

in reality that Weberian ‘society’ can truly find a home.”” In other words, if it is not the

** Theology and Social Theory, 85.

* Theology and Social Theory, 83. Note the parallel between this claim and that of Kierkegaard’s
Climacus in Philosophical Fragments, ed. and trans. Howard V. Hong and Edna H. Hong (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1985), esp. 72-88.

26 Milbank will also suggest that some non-Western societies call sociology into question in this regard. As
he says, “the more it is the case that the social order is totally ‘inside’ a religion, then the more the idea of a
‘social factor’ dissolves away into nothingness,” and the more it becomes “impossible to give explanatory
‘priority’ to social causation over religious organization” (Theology and Social Theory, 89). In other
words, in an Islamic society, for example, the near-identity of the “religious” and the “social” will make it
difficult to separate out “charisma” from “routine,” revelation from “social effect.” The existence of such
societies indicates that it may be quite possible to understand the “social” as always already inherently
“charismatic.”

T Theology and Social Theory, 92
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case that Weber’s historical hermeneutic does undeniable justice to even “non-
charismatic” events, then it may turn out that even a nominally “secularized” society only
“operates” by virtue of an ever-present permeation of the sociological boundary, an ever-
recurring irruption into social life of “transcendent™ factors, which objective historical

science cannot pretend to master.

3. The Boundary Refused

If it turns out that the putative “boundary” between the religious and the social
cannot be shown to be impermeable in the case of any particular event, then it is by no
means required of theology to concede the reducibility of “this-worldly” manifestations
of religion to “social factors.””® Indeed, it makes more sense for theology to give up the
“metaphysical” authority of the Protestant metanarrative of the emancipation of religion
from the “immanent.” This will also mean giving up on the Protestant hermeneutic with
respect to social genesis, and maintaining, with Milbank and against sociology, that

29 that does not offer

“social genesis itself is an ‘enacted’ process of reading and writing
itself up to the search for an indisputably “rational” explanation. So for example, while

sociology can indeed make the “function” of Christianity accord with the rationally

8 Of course, there are some possibly genuine theological fears concerning religion’s relationship to “social
organization,” such as those present in Kierkegaard’s claim that genuine Christianity will a/ways be an
offense to the “established order,” or that Jesus, in other words, would never, in any historical age, become
a well-respected theology professor instead of being himself in abasement. See Kierkegaard, Practice in
Christianity, ed. and trans. Howard V. Hong and Edna H. Hong (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1991). In such cases, the polemical character of true religion vis-a-vis the “social” does not have to do with
a metaphysical irreconcilability of “religious” and “social” realities, but instead with an arguable
connection between the establishment of “order” and sin, and by extension between an always active
movement of “interruption” and faith. Milbank ignores, I think, this possible reading of the “polemical”
character of religion for Protestantism.

Gl heology and Social Theory, 114.
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discernible desires of human beings in particular social situations, theology must
maintain that this is not yet a “technical” sociological claim. In order to justify sociology
in the technical sense, one must be able to show that the historical event or transition in
question is indeed totally “explicable.” Or to be more precise, sociologists might
correctly claim that Christianity functions as a “solution” to certain social dilemmas, but
they cannot answer the question, “why this solution?””® And thus, for a genuine
theology, religious organization cannot simply be “handed over” to sociological analysis,
as it can for Protestantism and neo-orthodoxy. In order to get at the “truth” of social
genesis, beyond mere sociological explanation, theology must abandon the quest for
“evidence” that is not another text. Theological meta-suspicion will therefore maintain
that there is no such thing as a wholly “social” action, and at the same time that all action
is already both inscribed and inscribing. This means that theology cannot hope to attain
an “explanation” of human sociality or history that is itself detached from actually /iving
that very history; it cannot hope for a “knowing” or a “telling” that is not also and
inescapably a “doing.” Milbank concludes that theology needs “to take more seriously
the Biblical narratives, which often ‘chronicle’ rather than causally diagnose, and which
presumably tell how things happened in the very idiom adopted by their users for the
making-of-things-to-happen.”"

At this point the sociological reply would be that in the case of any human action,

the “idiom” may be separated from the happening, the latter of which is usually fully

explicable with reference to its “social” function. And precisely because the social

30 Theology and Social Theory, 118.

20



Ph.D. Thesis — Justin D. Klassen McMaster — Religious Studies

function in question might be well served by any number of different (and therefore,
contingent) “happenings” or arrangements, an “idiom” tends to arise in conjunction with
any happening—as an ideological obfuscation of this contingency. Milbank suggests
otherwise with reference to the apparently socially functional act of marriage, claiming
that “marriage as a given ‘fact’ is permeated through and through by rituals and taboos
which only make sense within much larger narrative frameworks, including mythical
elements.”? In other words, marriage has no exclusively “social” function apart from
these frameworks. And in fact, Milbank continues, it is secular reason that has the most
difficulty with the contingency of such actions, which is why it seeks to give its own
explanation a “metaphysical” authority, with reference to its supposed mastery of the
finite.  Secular reason in particular is ill-suited to accept the contingency of its
explanations because this would mean admitting a “choice of values with respect to the
conjunction of an empty freedom with an instrumentalist reason,” which “requires on the
part of secular thought a nihilist courage.” Religious societies, on the other hand, are
more able to admit the contingency “of their fundamental choices, for religions
themselves acknowledge that these are not fully explicable, but wrapped up in mystery

and the requirements of faith.”*

To admit contingency in this way means precisely to
refuse the “boundary” of the secular, to refuse to “wager” such a boundary on the basis of

a self-serving but finally nihilist courage, and to become instead theologically “meta-

critical,” which is to say, to remain, in faith, “wrapped up in mystery.”

*! Theology and Social Theory, 121. Emphasis added.
32 Theology and Social Theory, 134.
% Theology and Social Theory, 136. Emphasis added.
3 Theology and Social Theory, 136.
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Let us turn now to Milbank’s readings of Hegel and Marx, two possible “meta-
critics” of the modern. That is, in the first place, Hegel criticizes the Kantian detachment
of “true” morality from the social, and thus sets in motion a possible meta-critique of
sociology; and in the second place, Marx is harshly critical of capitalism’s pretension to
utter secularity, revealing the necessity of commodity-worship for the operation of a
capitalistic system of “valuation.” But while Milbank is “for” these dialecticians in
important respects, he ultimately finds them incapable of offering what he really wants to
defend, which is to say, an account of historical existence in terms of “baroque poesis,”
finally clarified, as we shall see, in Maurice Blondel’s “concept of a self-dispossessing

action.”

4. Hegel’s Conservatism

Interestingly, Milbank begins his chapter on Hegel with an “expressivist” critique
of Kant and of all modern philosophical “conservatism,” a critique that seriously
challenges any philosophical attempt to isolate finite from infinite. Whereas for Kant and
neo-Kantianism it is possible to isolate the humanly “meaningful”—i.e., the personal, the
religious or the charismatic—from the finite realm that proceeds according to means-ends
rationality or “routinization,” for Milbank’s representative expressivists, there is no such
thing as a “transcendent” subjectivity that can be isolated from routine. More
specifically, for these thinkers there is no such thing as a “thought” or a subjective

consciousness which is before or outside of “the external, visible and audible

** Theology and Social Theory, 209.
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modifications to matter made by human beings in ‘art’ (meaning all processes of
‘making’) and in language.”® Therefore there is no possibility of separating a purely
“moral” or religious subjectivity from its actual historical existence, or in Weberian
terms, no possibility of separating “charisma” from its “routinization.” Hamann and
Herder can make this “denial of priority to thought” because if we “only think in
language, it is impossible even to disentangle the knowledge we have of ourselves from
our knowledge of the world (or ‘nature’), or vice versa.™’ In other words, both world
and subject only “exist” as “knowable” inasmuch as they are “expressed.” This
suggestion that language does not refer to some prior, “real” meaning, but rather brings
its own “new content” into being, implies that the truth about ourselves and the world
alike is only accessible via an aesthetic discernment or reception of “expression.” Thus
we cannot any longer exclude the humanly meaningful, or “original charisma,” from the
putatively routinized realm of human poesis. Instead, we must “trust” that all of our
making and doing and expressing never reduce to terms in a transparent finite causality,
but rather always bear within them an irreducibly charismatic—i.e., aesthetic—character
which itself is their truth.

Such are the implications of what Milbank calls the “post-Renaissance discovery
that language creates rather than reflects meaning.”® This discovery, to which Hamann
and Herder are faithful on Milbank’s reading, opens up an “abyss,” in that there is now

no “meaning” outside the “endless flux of human operations on the world.”™® It is only a

=4 Theology and Social Theory, 149.
37 Theology and Social Theory, 149.
3 Theology and Social Theory, 150.
39 Theology and Social Theory, 150.
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philosophical “conservatism” that seeks in the face of this abyss to “establish a new pre-
linguistic stability for meaning in the ‘internal’ domain of the ‘subject.””®® This
(fundamentally Cartesian) move is repeated in any philosophy that subjects the flux of

“the human creative process, or history,”"!

to some more stable “logic” to which that
process refers. For Herder and for the baroque generally, the historical process itself is
“simultaneously the divine revelation,” which means, at least on the one hand, that
historical events do not refer to a pre-linguistic logic that the thinking subject can
ascertain abstractly—that is, separately from the evental series itself. But on the other
hand it implies that historical events really do offer something of eternal truth, provided
that one deigns to become a knowing subject only by virtue of a trusting participation in
the series. In precisely this sense does Hamann/Herder’s meta-critique problematize
philosophical conservatism, insofar as it makes it “less easy to draw the Kantian
boundary between ‘legitimated’ knowledge of finitude, and illegitimate pretensions to
knowledge of the infinite.”*’

The fact that Milbank begins his chapter with this expressivist meta-critique
indicates that he will evaluate Hegel’s thought with respect to how well or poorly it
avoids the “philosophical conservatism” that tries to reverse the baroque destruction of
the “boundary” between eternally stable meaning and historical/linguistic flux. And it

should be obvious that Hegel will fail to evade Milbank’s charge in this regard. That is,

by virtue of his account of the historical process with reference to a mythical “logic” of

* Theology and Social Theory, 150.
4 Theology and Social Theory, 150.
42 Theology and Social Theory, 148.
¥ Theology and Social Theory, 151.
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negation, “Hegel once more subordinates the contingencies of human making/speaking to
the supposedly ‘logical’ articulation of a subjectivity which is secretly in command

throughout.”**

And yet, despite those obvious ways in which Milbank’s “radical”
theology cannot be Hegelian, he is willing to admit that Hegel approaches a “meta-
critique” of the secular at certain points.

Of particular import here is Hegel’s attempt to reinstate sittlich ethics against
Kantian Moralitit. The basis of Hegel’s opposition to Kantian morality, according to
Milbank, is his realization that “supposedly perfect intentions become...collusive with
the world’s actual evil if they cannot be defined in terms of any actual practice of virtue.
The ‘beautiful soul,” who retains his purity of aim inwardly intact, is really the empty
subject, and not the truly free subject, as Kant supposed.”™ On this Hegel and Milbank
agree, and they also agree that the solution is to reinstate a “customary” ethics, which can
unite morality and politics, or the “sublimity” of ethics with the “merely” social sphere.
This move invokes the importance of the “situation” in any truly moral decision-making,

?

rather than making a bare appeal to the “universalizable.” In emphasizing Sittlichkeit,
Hegel thus acknowledges the inextricability of morality and freedom from their social
situatedness. Even more interesting to Milbank is that the “young Hegel” reads true
Sittlichkeit as a fundamentally Christian invention, and reads Jesus as the (dialectically
premature) revelation of the unity of spirit and nature, precisely in regard to the sittlich

character of Jesus’ ethics. As Milbank puts it, for Hegel,

[Jesus’] command to “love one’s neighbor” does not place restrictions upon the

* Theology and Social Theory, 157.
@ Theology and Social Theory, 161.
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subject, but on the object of morality. It is not really a command at all, because
instead of appealing to the “ought” against murderous and covetous desire, Jesus
appeals to the “fact” of our natural ties to the neighbor in family, locality, and
even among strangers whom we may chance to meet....we only enter into
perfection to the degree that we have really passed beyond a merely “moral”
striving.*
In other words, for Milbank’s Hegel, Jesus champions an Aristotelian sort of praxis
rather than any deontological ethics, refusing to appeal to a “purity” of will that is only
possible in abstraction from any real human situation. Emphasizing instead our natural
connectedness with those in our “situation,” Jesus makes possible a new practical
engagement therein. And by thus reading Jesus against Kant, Milbank believes Hegel is
“profoundly true to the Gospel.”"’

Where Hegel begins to go wrong is in his inability “to accept the full contingency
of Jesus’ founding of a new sort of human community.”™® That is, despite his reading of
Jesus’ sittlich morality as a real, “meta-critical” living of the unity of spirit and nature,
Hegel always subjects the full historical possibility of this unity to an a priori logic of
historical becoming. Thus, while Jesus seems to find and to live the truth that in nature
there is the possibility of attaining a “crucial” proximity with spirit, Hegel does not allow
this to imply the possibility of a reconciled living ar every moment, within the flux of any

historical series. Thus Hegel finally “conserves,” in the fashion of secular reason, the

stability of truth (“logic”) from the flux of the historical. Jesus may witness to a

S Theology and Social Theory, 165. Emphasis added. In light of Milbank’s enthusiasm about this point, I
cannot help referring to Matthew 10:34-39, where it seems Jesus’ call to discipleship really does go against
“customary” desire.

4 Theology and Social Theory, 165.

8 Theology and Social Theory, 165.
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wondrous reconciliation, but his failure to “realize his moral vision™ by transforming
his own social order demonstrates to Hegel that this reconciliation ultimately is not an
ever-present possibility, but must be brought about as an objective situation, not finally
by Jesus, but by the greater sovereignty of a dialectical “logic™:
Thus while, at a certain level, one can transcend law [e.g., in the case of Jesus],
there cannot, for Hegel, be a society without law, a society where processes of
forgiveness, contrition and expiation form of themselves a self-sustaining cultural
process. Yet to deny that this is at least a possibility, is to deny that there can be
complete salvation within the physical, bodily order. And this denial belongs
intrinsically with Hegel’s metaphysics, which posits a sphere of “indifference,” a
realm which self-expression must enter, yet whose sheerly contingent elements
can never be sublated by the Idea.”
In other words, Hegel denies that the Sittlichkeit of Jesus, which spells reconciliation
between spirit and nature, is a genuine social possibility.”’ For him, that is, nature as
nature is inadequate to spirit as spirit, at least until nature reaches a higher “stage,” in
which its “indifferent” elements will have been discarded. For Hegel, therefore, the hope
in reconciliation as Sittlichkeit ultimately succumbs to a primary (and “gnostic™) fidelity
to the objective dictates of an a priori logic. Thus Milbank ultimately concludes of Hegel

that he “only half-grasps Jesus’s pragmatism: a full grasp would situate ‘the kingdom’

entirely within the realm of particular cultural practice, not in dialectical suspense

* Theology and Social Theory, 165.

% Theology and Social Theory, 167.

3! There is a sense in which Milbank can be challenged here: Hegel does posit Sittlichkeit as a (future)
social possibility, the possibility of a future objective situation that is not hostile to Jesus-like living. For
Milbank really to go beyond Hegel, he ought not to hold up simply the possibility of a certain “society” of
forgiveness, which, as a noun, will be defined just as objectively as Hegel’s hope. Rather, Milbank would
do better to suggest that the “present” possibility of Sittlichkeit lies in a way of living that does not need to
change over the objectivity of nature into something else, for example the church, but can live “the church”
in every objective situation. In other words, as I will suggest further in later sections, the possibility of a
true overcoming of secular reason requires a certain “disinterestedness” in overcoming secular reason and
in “transforming” society—not the building or narrating of a particular “community,” but the enactment of
a certain “communing” at every moment.
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between nature on the one hand, and the spiritual subject on the other.”

5. Marx’s Secular Hope

Karl Marx’s materialism, in contrast to Hegel’s idealism, makes it less likely that
he will be able to write off the possibility of “reconciliation” for the historical by virtue of
nature’s inadequacy to spirit. But despite this difference from Hegel, it remains the case
that Marxian dialectics subordinates the actual historical to a gnostic “logic” of
becoming. Moreover, while Marx too can be helpfully critical of the secular, he retains,
as we shall see, a fidelity to the secular “as the buried natural ‘origin,” which is to be
regained at a higher level.””’

Marx is primarily helpful to Milbank’s project in virtue of his critique of
capitalism with reference to “fetishization.” That is, Marx, quite like Milbank, takes an
intentionally “secularized” logic, in which all social transaction and interaction is reduced
to the homogenizing medium of “capital,” and demonstrates that its processes are
animated by a “worship” that is akin to religious faith. Capitalism claims that by
reference to “the market” it is able to interpret society and its operations with reference
only to their “immediate” value, divesting all parties to exchange of any purportedly
transcendent or “mythical” significance. Marx exposes this pretension of capitalism as
an illusion, by revealing, as Milbank points out, the “hieroglyphic” character of the
capitalist commodity. A “hieroglyph” is construed by Marx as a “priestly” and so

perverse linguistic invention, a “mysterious” symbol that alienates language from its

52 Theology and Social Theory, 172.

28



Ph.D. Thesis — Justin D. Klassen McMaster — Religious Studies

original immediacy to its communicative purpose. The commodity can be called
hieroglyphic “because it exists through the obliteration of its own genesis as a condition
of its functioning; men forget that the ‘value’ embodied in the commodity expresses only
the dispositions of power that persist within the human community.”* This means that
the “value” which capitalism ascribes to the commodity in virtue of its market “weight”
is not immediate to the thing’s “real” nature, but instead inheres on the basis of how
power is disposed toward that thing—in other words, on the basis of how that thing is
worshipped. Capitalist valuation is therefore not a stripping down to “the real,” but a
hieroglyphic symbolization on the basis of fetishization, hieroglyphic because it
“involves treating as equivalent the inherently non-equivalent and incomparable.””
Marx is helpful to Milbank, then, because he says in effect that the ostensible “secularity”
of capitalism is a ruse, just as Milbank says that “the secular” does not exist as a matter of
course, and in fact it does not exist as secular at all.

Despite his usefulness on this score, however, there is a significant difference
between the two that Milbank uses finally to exclude Marx from the rank of theological
“meta-critic.” Whereas Milbank criticizes the pretension of secular reason to achieve
mastery over the finite by virtue of its ability to discern the “weight” of things as
immediate to those things as objects, Marx criticizes instead the failure of capitalism to

achieve this immediacy. Milbank argues that the fundamental mistake of secular reason

resides in its claim to make human immediacy-to-self possible, while Marx retains the

- Theology and Social Theory, 187.
- Theology and Social Theory, 184.
by heology and Social Theory, 184.
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“secular” goal of overcoming capitalism’s and religion’s failures in this regard. As
Milbank has it, “Marx accepts too readily the notion of illusion, and fails to reflect that to
be human, or to be a cultural being, is necessarily to inhabit a fiction.”*® That is, Marx
takes the self-alienation inherent in capitalism and in all cases where human values are
transferred to objects of worship to be fundamentally opposed to an authentic human
existence, which is therefore posited as immediate self-possession. Milbank believes
Marx’s materialist myth in this regard is based on Feuerbach’s theory of “projection,”
which rests not “on the idea that religion generates through [hieroglyphic] language a
wholly illusory content, but rather on the idea that the content is displaced from its real
site, man, to an imaginary site, God.”’ The human being’s original immediacy to
himself, or at least “the idea that original human meaning was natural, practical and free

8 ended for Marx with the division of labor: “A priestly class

of religious illusion,
foments the illusion that theoretical activity has its own raison d’étre apart from praxis,
and so philosophy is born, and imaginary theoretical objects—the ‘gods’—are granted

>3 With this first division of labor, the immediate relation of human

objective existence.
meaning to human praxis is torn asunder, and the connection to what were once
humanity’s own self-possessions becomes entirely “hieroglyphic” and so self-alienating.
Marx’s Hegelian debt, of course, means that for him this alienation comes as a

dialectically “necessary” means of increasing the scope of the human proprium, through

both advances in technology and the attribution of superlative qualities to the objects of

*8 Theology and Social Theory, 185.
57 Theology and Social Theory, 180.
*% Theology and Social Theory, 179.
» Theology and Social Theory, 179.
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religious worship. The fruits of all such advances, he thinks, shall be reclaimed when the
alienation of human subjects that they require reaches its apogee in utter self-
contradiction, which cannot be sustained. The Marxian utopia thus promises an explicit
human immediacy-to-self of all of those possessions which comprise the original human
proprium.

Milbank is therefore pleased, on the one hand, with Marx’s realization that
“religious logic is no more or less strange than cultural logic in general,” but on the
other hand he finds that Marx fails especially, as with Hegel, vis-a-vis post-Renaissance,
expressivist insights about language. For Milbank, that is, it is never the case that the
operations of a human culture mediated by expression could have achieved Marx’s
desired immediacy. Rather, this “alienation” is the condition of all human expressing and
acting: “Right from the outset, we only have identity to the extent that we ‘identify with’
what is other to us, and therefore alien.”®" Thus Milbank especially cannot share Marx’s
idea “that capitalism necessarily and contradictorily produces a subject antagonistic to

freee Instead, the real benefit of Marx’s revelation of the fictitious character of

itsel
capitalism’s valuation is that it allows us to maintain the inherently fictitious character of
all cultural arrangements, and thus the impossibility of “mastering” any of our
expressions or creations. This allows us to suggest alternatives to capitalism that are not

just putative “fulfillments” of its failed pretension to secularity. So Milbank writes:

To acquiesce in the power of capital over labor is not, therefore, demonstrably
“irrational.” But for reasons belonging to a different desire, and a different

% Theology and Social Theory, 187. Incidentally, this equivalence of religious (or at least, if this includes
the “essentially Christian”) logic will be heavily criticized by Kierkegaard and Girard, below.

®! Theology and Social Theory, 187.

o Theology and Social Theory, 187.
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fiction, one can still declare (as I would want to) that workers should construct
themselves as subjects antagonistic to capital.®

In other words, capitalism is not approaching, and nor will any culture reach, some
maximally irrational “alienation” of the human from its mythical “self-identity.” Rather,
every culture is already “religious,” and as such, self-alienating: ‘“any conceivable
culture involves equivalence, which is necessarily ‘metaphysical,” yet can be constructed

»64 Thus we can ultimately say that just as

as an ethical language of just exchange.
Hegel’s proposed “sittlich” reconciliation of spirit and nature misses how this
reconciliation is already possibly enacted in the flux of history, so Marx’s return of the
alienated “spirit” to the immediate possession of the human misses how a genuine

“appropriation” of the spiritual is already livable, not via revolutionary seizure but via

just and faithful praxis.

6. Sittlichkeit in Blondel

The chapter that follows Milbank’s discussion of Marx is of critical importance to
his project as a whole, not so much for its (more or less nominal) focus on liberation
theology as for its reading of Maurice Blondel, who, Milbank says, “more than anyone

65 The significance of dealing with liberation

else, points us beyond secular reason.
theology is that it represents a certain “theological” attempt at what was for Hegel the

reconciliation of spirit with nature and for Marx the repossession of spirit by nature.

Such theology takes from the second Vatican Council the notion of an “integralist

% Theology and Social Theory, 193.
64 Theology and Social Theory, 202.
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revolution,” through which any radical distinction between “nature” and “grace” is called
into question, and tries to elucidate the social and political implications of such a
revolution. As Milbank puts it, the reasonable claim of liberation theology is that, “if the
whole concrete life of humanity is always imbued with grace, then it is surely not
possible to separate political and social concerns from the ‘spiritual’ concerns of
salvation.”® But there are more ways than one to do integralism, and “whereas the
French version ‘supernaturalizes the natural,” the German version [preferred by liberation
theology] ‘naturalizes the supernatural.”®’ That is to say, the German version posits the
“integration” of natural with supernatural by suggesting the immanence of the
supernatural to an already hypostasized and putatively transparent “nature.” Thus, for
German and especially Rahnerian integralism, “the social is an autonomous sphere which
does not need to turn to theology for its self-understanding, and yet it is already a grace-
imbued sphere, and therefore it is upon pre-theological sociology or Marxist social
theory, that theology must be founded.”®®

This notion of a sphere of pure nature, in which human action would occur
according to the operations of a presumably measurable, immanent causality, is opposed,
Milbank says, by Maurice Blondel’s “concept of a self-dispossessing action,” which
alone can point the way “to a postmodern [and post-secular] social theology.” On
Milbank’s account, Blondel suggests that “the human will, from its most native desire,

demands a completion that goes beyond its own resources,” or that it “never finds any

® Theology and Social Theory, 219.
% Theology and Social Theory, 206.
% Theology and Social Theory, 207.
88 Theology and Social Theory, 208.
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satisfactory resting place in any of its natural intentions or actions.”” For Blondel, in
other words, the human subject is never immediate to herself inasmuch as she acts, for
action as such requires the “superaddition” of something else, namely “supernatural
grace.” This grace can be “explicitly rejected,” but is always implicitly accepted, as a
condition of the possibility of action; such is the requisite “transcendent completion” to
even the will’s “immanent impulses.” We can think of this as the “pragmatic” extension
of the baroque/expressivist insight that all of our linguistically-inscribed “doings” bring a
“new content” into being, which we cannot wholly intend, and to which we are never
fully “immediate.” This does not imply a Hegelian or otherwise philosophically
“conservative” reading of the meaning of history, according to which much of the content
our existence is a matter of indifference to the “logic” that underlies it. Rather, for
Blondel, “an action is rational, a true ‘event,” because ‘it works,” and is a successful

T It is praxis itself that

experiment which fits into reality and discloses a new reality.
works toward “understanding,” in the sense that, as action, it does not express “a prior
‘original’ in thought,” and therefore does not find its meaning only by virtue of its
adequacy to an a priori principle—e.g., a myth of negation. Instead, “by acting/thinking
we grope towards a synthesis which seems ‘right’ to us, and yet is not originally intended
by us, but only ‘occurs’ to us out of the future plenitude of being, and has implications

that we cannot contain.”’> Therefore every action requires at the very least “an implicit

faith that a new and ‘correct’ synthesis will be discovered,” that our wills will somehow

% Theology and Social Theory, 209.
70 Theology and Social Theory, 210.
" Theology and Social Theory, 213.
2 Theology and Social Theory, 214.
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be brought “to self-agreement.””> This means that all human actions have meaning by
virtue of their faithful (to varying degrees) tendency toward “an intuited harmony, the
combining together in infinite unity of disparate elements.””*

For Blondel, the human will has a philosophically-discoverable tendency toward
this harmony, which leads us to the further discovery of being itself as “love.” But for
Milbank, this insight into the “meaning” of action is only available on the basis of
participation in a particular series or tradition of action that can “offer” it. And for
precisely this reason, Milbank finds that he must resist Blondel’s confidence in the ability
of “philosophy” to arrive at this critique of the secular. For Milbank, philosophy may
discern the “logic of action,” but “the logic of action alone cannot, as Blondel taught,
decipher action as love.”” In other words, the logic of action, which suggests that in any
particular act there is a “risking” of the self, the will’s alienation from its intended
completion, cannot of itself lead us to the conclusion that to exist “truly” is to act with a
loving tendency toward harmony. To make this insight available to philosophy as such
would only undermine it, by lending it a too-metaphysical justification that would violate
Blondel’s baroque expressivism. Thus Milbank emphasizes that only “allegiance to a

:

particular series of actions, or a particular tradition,” can lead us to anything like a
“meaning” of action.”® Without being situated in such a tradition, without being
persuaded by a particular way of living the unity of thinking/acting, the mere “logic” of

action might make praxis “appear to be nothing but violence and risk,” and one might

Gl Theology and Social Theory, 214.
™ Theology and Social Theory, 214.
7 Theology and Social Theory, 217.
78 Theology and Social Theory, 217.
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quite easily respond with a nihilistic, despairing indifference to “harmony.” Theology,
on the other hand, a “thinking” that is inexorably embedded in a particular tradition of
acting, can offer a genuine counter-persuasion to nihilism: “the ontological question is
only seriously posed and answered in practice, and only the practice of a tradition like
Christianity can now assume all the traditional tasks of philosophy as metaphysics.””’
Thus Milbank will say that even Blondel’s superlative philosophy stands only insofar as

" which is to say, insofar as it is adequately situated

it is “reunderstood as theology,
within the Christian tradition, whose particular series of actions justifies the “discovery”
of being as love.

The key to Blondel’s ability to point us beyond secular reason, therefore, is finally
his “theologically situated” account of being as “emanative poesis.” Unlike the Cartesian
identification of subjectivity with transcendent truth by virtue of a thinking interiority
(here recall the philosophical “conservatism” that seeks to make truth a purely noetic
category and thereby do away with the “problems” posed by expression and poesis), for
Blondel’s appeal to the supernatural, “our receptivity does not reside primarily in the
possibility of contemplation: instead, we are receptive at the point of our greatest

»7  For philosophical conservatism, we “access” the

activity, our own Iinitiative.
transcendent by referring to our own subjective capacity for thought, whose divorce from

the merely “immanent” processes set in motion with expression and action is akin to that

which secular reason posits between the infinite and the finite as such. For Blondel, by

"7 Theology and Social Theory, 217.
8 Theology and Social Theory, 217.
7 Theology and Social Theory, 218.
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contrast, our action, rather than our thinking alone, is our openness to the divine. The
transcendent ground of our being therefore emanates, though not “transparently,” in all of
our doing and expressing—in all human poesis. Milbank concludes as follows:

As mere thinkers, aiming to sum things up once-and-for-all, we are inclined to

project God as ourselves, to make him in our own image. Yet as doers and

makers, we really do invent a God we cannot control, so that we are all, as

Blondel says, theotokoi, giving birth to the divine image in our conjecturing

practice.

For Milbank, then, Blondel’s importance consists in the way his approach to
history contests secular reason’s ostensibly incontestable “explanatory” approach. That
is, in Blondel’s dispossessive “logic of action,” we witness a specific employment of
what Milbank calls theological “meta-suspicion,” insofar as Blondel explicitly
undermines any exclusion of religion from the social on the basis of a supposed
“mastery” of the historical (as doers, for Blondel, we are especially not “in control”).
When Blondel’s “logic™ speaks from within a real tradition of action-toward-harmony,
moreover, the undeniable “risk™ it posits at the center of every human action begins to

appear traversable in “love.”'

But why adopt this triumphant tone with Blondel, we
might ask, when we all know that postmodern historicism is the great “leveler,” capable
of reducing all societal rhetorics—especially those of “love”—to a common dynamic of
mere power? By asking such a question we anticipate what Milbank calls the most

“virulent” form of secular reason in postmodern philosophy, whose suspicion of theology

is heightened by a fundamental “ontology of difference.” To such virulence we shall now

% Theology and Social Theory, 218.
¥! The question of whether one can indeed be wooed, rhetorically, into traversing the distance of
uncertainty that stands before any temporal human action shall be addressed in great detail in later chapters.
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turn our attention.

OVERCOMING POSTMODERNISM’S ONTOLOGY OF DIFFERENCE
1. Confronting Postmodern Historicism

We ought to have the sense by now that for Milbank, historiography, or the
practice of narration, is the sole “discipline” capable of accounting for human existence
and sociality. Any discipline adequate to this task must be adaptable to “the peculiar
fractiousness and innovative capacity of human behavior.”®® So while natural science,
for example, is perhaps partially adequate to the investigation of isolated “parts” of
human reality, the “innovative capacity” that characterizes humanity does not readily
open itself to the view of such an “objective” reading. In order to approach “questions of
the human as such,” therefore, one requires not simply a “systematic” discipline, but

"8 Qecular social

instead a discipline that “contemplates the transitions of systems.
science claims to be able to make such transitions rationally transparent by delimiting
them to an exclusively “social” sphere, as we have seen. Theology opposes this account
of the human with a reading of sociality as unavoidably permeated by an unpredictable
“spiritual” or “religious” life, which makes human “transitions” irreducible to social-
scientific explanation. In this regard, history is theology’s ally: “written history, which
produces exceptions to the supposed universal rule; lived history, which permits us

always to enact the different.”®

82 Theology and Social Theory, 259.
83 Theology and Social Theory, 260.
¥ Theology and Social Theory, 260.
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This insight into the supremacy of history among the human sciences is of course
fundamental to “postmodern” thought, which is characteristically “historicist.” In his
opposition of theology to postmodern thought, therefore, Milbank will need to deal with a
“suspicion” of religion that is more germane to theology itself. In particular, the
Nietzschean turn to “genealogy” is not entirely dissimilar to Milbank’s own advocacy of
a “historiographical” engagement with the human. Postmodern “suspicion” of religion,
in other words, does not claim to make religion transparent as “really social.” In the face
of religion, it “merely points to other ‘truths,” and shows how these are suppressed or

denied by a totalizing perspective.”™

This ostensibly thoroughgoing historicism thus
disallows the possibility of a comprehensively theological reading of the human—for all
readings must be equally “valid,” despite their incommensurability. Theology, especially
in its Milbankian mode, will not want to justify itself in the face of this relativization with
reference to any sort of “foundationalism.” What then is to be done, from theology’s
perspective?

Interestingly and compellingly, Milbank suggests that it is precisely the utterly
relativizing aspect of postmodernism’s genealogical approach that reveals where it is not
historicist enough. That is, “the obvious implication of ‘many truths,” or rather, ‘many
incommensurable truths,” is that every truth is arbitrary, every truth is the will-to-
power.”% In its “certainty” that any genealogical method will uncover

“incommensurability,” postmodern thought thus reveals its primary faithfulness not to

historicism but to an “ontology of difference.” The Nietzschean response to Christianity

% Theology and Social Theory, 261.
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is particularly telling in this regard, since Christianity, “uniquely, dissimulates the will-to-
power,”” and the fact that Nietzsche can only read this as a more cunning and subversive
manifestation of the same will-to-power demonstrates that he will allow only a
historicism whose narrative does not violate his finally “metaphysical” commitment to a
certain logic of difference. And Milbank claims that even those postmodern thinkers who
reject Nietzsche’s fidelity to a Dionysian logic of becoming “in effect find the ontology
of difference to be true, and yet not just; their questioning issues in a despairing refusal, a
mode of gnosticism or, at best, Platonism.”*

This is where the difference of the Christian is most importantly emphasized, for
Milbank, in that the Christian narrative allows for an account of reality as “peace” by
virtue of its more-historicist willingness to believe a genuine unpredictability in historical
becoming. This genuine historicism in turn makes possible a living by faith that refuses
“yltimate reality to all conflictual phenomena.”’ Thus, while theology is disabled from
rationally refuting the ontology of difference, it remains capable of revealing “this
doctrine of perspectivism as itself just another perspective: the perspective of a paganism
made aware of its worship of violence by Christianity, and then nakedly espousing such
worship.”® To clarify: a characteristically postmodern genealogy suggests that every
historical enactment, every human commitment to a particular tradition, is an equally

arbitrary “wager” of the will-to-power, which is to imply that difference is essentially

“coded” so as to preclude the possibility of peaceful harmony. Milbank’s Christianity

8 Theology and Social Theory, 261.
87 Theology and Social Theory, 261.
8 Theology and Social Theory, 261.
8 Theology and Social Theory, 262.
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suggests, by contrast, that this “code” itself is just a wager, one that is possibly refused—
by reference to another tradition, based on another wager. In this regard, the peculiarity
of the Christian is its wager of faith in the possibility of living a form of life that is
“coded” by an ontology of peace, itself justified not rationally but precisely by a living
participation in its tradition of peaceful transition. That is to say, for a thoroughgoing
historicism, there is no sense in which the story, even of the Church, can be “decoded” by
a “moment of ‘inner’ understanding.”®' This latter is essentially the Nietzschean claim,
which is that a proper (for Nietzsche, “naturalist” or “psychological”)’* reading, a really
“subterranean” look at historical transition, reveals its a priori “meaning” to be will-to-
power. Instead, theology remains historicist in the sense that it refuses to “understand”
its story, or to offer it to a comprehension that might transcend the narrative. From
Milbank’s baroque perspective, we are as knowers and doers inexorably inscribed, which
means we cannot conclude, a priori, as postmodern philosophy tends to do, that the
meaning of historical existence is irreducible difference® (just as we cannot claim
anything else about this meaning on a purely “philosophical” basis). A more properly
historicist, a posteriori conclusion about such “meaning” will be peculiar to the tradition
in which it is situated, and for Milbank the Christian tradition is uniquely capable, in its
peculiar movement, of justifying wagers of “peace” in this regard. Thus, by offering its
alternative genealogy, Christian theology does not offer a mere “explanation,” but rather

the possibility of an enacted participation in its narrative, which also does not “resolve”

* Theology and Social Theory, 262.

°! Theology and Social Theory, 264.

2 See, for example, Nietzsche’s interpretation of the ascetic in On the Genealogy of Morality, trans. Carol
Diethe (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 93-4.
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into comprehension, but which might be persuasive as a way of living/comprehending.
“Interpretation” for a genuinely historicist theology therefore never resolves into a
knowing that is not simultaneously a “doing” of the very narrative it interprets; “to say
‘meaning’ is only to say ‘movement’ and ‘causation.””**

All of this implies that the crucial element in a “meta-critical” social theory is not
its reference to what Milbank calls the modern “reflective distance” between human
beings and the “fictions” they inhabit, nor to some immediacy to the “real” force behind
ontic and cultural differentiation (as for Nietzsche’s critique). Rather, meta-critique
advocates the possibility of an “unconscious,” which is to say, reconciled-in-thought-and-
action praxis that is “better” or more persuasive than another. This is clarified by
Milbank’s engagement with certain critiques of capitalism, particularly that of the
Frankfurt school, which suggests that the “problem” with capitalism is its reduction of
human existence to an “unconscious” participation in a reality that is rendered as
inexorably causal. The solution to such a problem is to recover the possibility of a
conscious or unpredictable (“autonomous” in the Kantian sense) way of living. For
Milbank, by contrast, “the real question is that of the qualify of the ‘unconscious’
processes.” Because Milbank believes that an “unconscious,” habituated sociality
actually inheres nowhere as the utterly calculable “routinization” that Weber identifies,

there is no reason to oppose it to an utterly autonomous subjectivity. To do so in fact

ignores the adaptability of capitalism to every “deterritorializing” and so apparently

 Theology and Social Theory, 265.
* Theology and Social Theory, 266.
% Theology and Social Theory, 272.
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“autonomous” input.”® That is, capitalism need not care when whole sets of social values
(particular ways of being conscripted to the market) are rejected in an apparent show of
autonomy, because this display only justifies the proliferation of what is “marketed.”
Thus Milbank concludes that capitalism is totally “indifferent to anything but power,”
and suggests critically that “to say ‘freedom’ is to say power.”’ A meta-critical posture
emphasizes instead that all supposedly “autonomous” (Weber would say “charismatic™)
decisions “persist into the future in a relatively unconscious way,” and therefore that this
in and of itself cannot “signify moral deterioration.” Against this gnostic conclusion,
meta-critique maintains that certain “routinizations,” in distinction from others, may
“mean the development of a desirable habit.”® The quest for emancipation from the
“heteronomy” of culture therefore is not ultimately helpful, because it pits the cultural, or
the inescapably inscribed, against an empty subjective “freedom.” The real problem with
capitalism, from theology’s perspective, is not simply that it inscribes us in a narrative,
but that its narrative is a bad one, based on a “wager” that human sociality is most

»% and instead with

“naturally” coded “without reference to principles of just distribution,
reference to the “indifferent” proliferation of power. A truly meta-critical claim, then,
would be to suggest that human society can be (equally) “routinized” (but) according to a
different wager, that it can take shape as a living that does not totally eschew prediction

and control, but which proceeds nonetheless according to a different ontology, one that

rejects the claim that reality is fundamentally power.

% Theology and Social Theory, 273-4.
°7 Theology and Social Theory, 274.
% Theology and Social Theory, 272.
» Theology and Social Theory, 272.
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At this point let me briefly sketch a possible “theological” resistance to Milbank’s
suggestion that Christian theology offers a distinctly “meta-critical” thought by virtue of
its rhetorical appeal to a culture of more “desirable habits.” For Seren Kierkegaard and
René Girard, both of whom shall figure prominently later in this thesis, the essentially
Christian requires a kind of “conscious” resistance to a// human cultures, not in the sense
of the Frankfurt school’s privileging of “autonomous” human action, but in the sense of
faith’s refusal to be “made into” a cultural object and not a self. This is to be
distinguished from Kantian autonomy, and so from its implication in fortifying the
boundary of the secular, because faith is opposed, not simply to culture as routinized, but
rather fo the self’s own desire to be one with the established order. In other words,
Kierkegaard and Girard may force us to say, against Milbank, that any cultural
“habituation” must be resisted, not because the subject is “essentially” atemporal, but
because a human being can only be a “synthesis” of the temporal and the eternal by
taking a “reflective distance” from his reification as a cultural object. The problem here
is not that “the secular” is founded upon an unavoidable ontology of violence, but that sin
implies willing not to be oneself as spirit, which means that a “habitual” comportment
even to the most “Christian” of cultural orders would only imply despair. Thus
Milbank’s appeal to a non-foundational but rhetorically persuasive way of being
“routinized” might not in itself offer the human being anything more edifying than what
Christendom offered to Kierkegaard. To approach true subjective edification, one must
be far more willing than Milbank is to engage in an “existential” questioning of any

narrative “inscription.” With this in mind, let us proceed now to the most explicit
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defenses of rhetoric and the most rhetorically charged sections of Milbank’s book.

2. Milbank on Heidegger

As we have seen, for Milbank the task of postmodern theology is to show that
“differential ontology is but one more mythos.”'”® Theology can do this first of all by
pointing out that an a priori maintenance of difference as violence and will-to-power is
not adequately historicist; and secondly it can do so by narrating a “different genealogy,
one which sees in history not just arbitrary transitions, but...a frue concrete
representation of the analogical blending of difference.”®' The first part of the strategy
consists in demonstrating, in various ways, that the genealogy of postmodernism is overly
confident in the “structure” of its narrative. In other words, Milbank suggests that while
postmodern historicism allows that “cultures exist as interpretations,” it claims or at least
proceeds as if “the arbitrary displacement of one interpretation by another can be
objectively narrated.”' Milbank counters by asking, “why should the natural, active,
creative will not be understood...as essentially the charitable will, the will whose
exercise of power is not a will to dominate...but rather to endorse...increase the capacity
of, the human other?”'®® One need not assume, in other words, as Nietzsche and the neo-
Nietzscheans seem to do, that all differences are “negatively related,” as if “warfare”
were the a priori truth of our existence. To concede that this conclusion is not necessary,

and that the Christian suggestion of an “analogical” relation is at least equally possible, is

e Theology and Social Theory, 279.
"V Theology and Social Theory, 279. Emphasis added.
12 Theology and Social Theory, 281. Emphasis added.
' Theology and Social Theory, 288.
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to be truer to postmodern historicism. As such, this concession offers the possibility of
what Milbank calls “a purer ‘positivism,” a purer philosophy of difference still less

194 This putative “purity” is unique to “theology” (if not to

contaminated by dialectics.
Christianity in particular) because theology is premised on a permeability of the
“boundary” between finite and infinite. It is this permeability that precludes any view of
the immanent that would only see it with reference to an a priori logic, which means
theology alone can support genuinely historicist, a posteriori commitments.

The critical relationship of theological historicism to secular reason in its
postmodern guise becomes especially clear in Milbank’s discussion of Heidegger.
Milbank says that “according to Heidegger, an ‘authentic’ human existence takes account
of the existential circumstances of the life of dasein,” which means that it “takes
responsibility for its own mortal life and exhibits a ‘care’ for the distinctive possibilities
handed down to it.'® The problem is that we do not live authentically, that we “lapse
into an ‘everydayness’ which is absorbed...in the merely instrumental and manipulative
arrangements that pertain between things and people.””'% In our finite living, we presume
to relate to other beings, and also to ourselves, as “things” that we can understand and
whose destinies we can command. But this “forgets” the opening of Being itself in
beings, and thus ignores the “irreducible questionableness of the relation of beings to

Being.”'"” For Heidegger, as Milbank notes, authenticity requires that we “remain with

this questionableness, and not seek in any way to reduce the mystery of the ontological

"% Theology and Social Theory, 289.
105 Theology and Social Theory, 297.
"% Theology and Social Theory, 297.
107 Theology and Social Theory, 298.
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108

difference. In other words, because of the tendency of Dasein to live

2

“inauthentically,” with a “use” relation to things, Heidegger’s recommendation is to
remain radically disinterested in adjudicating between the directness/indirectness of
particular finite constellations’ relationships to the opening of Being in time. For to be
“interested” in this mystery will always reduce authentic living to mere “using.”

Milbank rejects this recommendation to “remain with questionableness” for a
couple of reasons. First, he doubts whether this sort of living is really possible, given the
“necessity for commitment to some historical tradition, to some mode of linguistic
ordering,” which suggests to Milbank that “we must always see our preferred finite
stance...as a particularly privileged key to Being itself.”'” But this is not a significant
objection on its own, for this “necessity” of commitment to a “privileged” relation to the
mystery of Being’s opening in time might simply confirm Heidegger’s similar suggestion
that we always live in forgetfulness of that mystery. Heidegger and Milbank seem to
agree, in other words, that all human living is characterized by a kind of “interested”
resolving of existential “questionableness.” But inasmuch as Heidegger suggests that any
such interest is inevitably a “lapse,” he seems to Milbank to be claiming that sin as
inauthenticity is not simply one human possibility among others, but that sin is in the
nature of “ontical” life as such, written into the order of creation. Thus Milbank will
highlight those places where “ontical presence is, for Heidegger, constituted through its

5110

concealment of Being as such.’ In other words, Being’s opening in time is, for

e Theology and Social Theory, 298.
e Theology and Social Theory, 298.
"% Theology and Social Theory, 300.

47



Ph.D. Thesis — Justin D. Klassen McMaster — Religious Studies

Heidegger, its concealment, which means that just “to be” is already and unavoidably to
be “fallen,” to have committed “treason” against Being. Milbank seeks by highlighting
this “inescapable ontological ‘fall’” to show that precisely where Heidegger wants to
remain, unlike the forgetful history of Western philosophy, an “existential” thinker of
authenticity, he actually betrays that inclination by virtue of a fidelity to a certain
inescapable “structure” of Being’s temporalization. Heidegger’s “radical” stance on
existential authenticity means that inauthenticity ceases to be an existential qualification
at all, and becomes a sort of “objective” state—not a way of living that can be opposed
by another way, but the very “structure” of our life:
Heidegger’s phenomenology of dasein...is supposed to show that there is a
“guilt” more fundamental than moral guilt....Hence in the structure of
thrownness, as in that of projection, there lies essentially a nullity, and it is
impossible to cancel guilt by doing the right thing, impossible to make an
adequate response to the sublime in “ethical” terms, as Kant supposed. Instead,
we must simply “be guilty authentically” (an idea which the Lutheran tradition
had unfortunately paved the way for).'"!
When Milbank says it is “impossible to cancel guilt by doing the right thing,” he
especially means to indicate that for Heidegger, guilt, despite its existential connotations,

is an “objective” quality, and therefore that the human being is finally defined not as a

way of living but as an objective “inhabitant” of an a priori structure.'"?

" Theology and Social Theory, 301.

'"2 And on this score, we must emphasize that Milbank’s reading of Heidegger on fallenness is at best
ungenerous and at worst simply mistaken. In Being and Time, the “falling” of Dasein is never an objective
category and is instead always defined existentially, a description of a particular comportment of the human
will to itself and to the world. He says explicitly, for example, that “an existential mode of Being-in-the-
world is documented with the phenomenon of falling,” in Being and Time, trans. Macquarrie & Robinson
(New York: Harper & Row, 1962),221. And correspondingly, “authentic existence is not something
which floats above falling everydayness; existentially, it is only a modified way in which such
everydayness is seized upon,” (224). In other words, for Heidegger, the questions of falling, everydayness,
and authenticity are questions not of “structures” that do not pertain to the subject, but instead are precisely
and always questions of Dasein’s existentiality. In this sense, what Milbank calls “being guilty
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Milbank agrees with Heidegger about the necessity of historicism for any retrieval
of what the history of philosophy has forgotten—i.e., “mystery”—but he suggests that,
just as Nietzsche and the Nietzscheans are finally faithful to an account of difference as
inevitably violence, so too does Heidegger violate his own historicist principles by
resolving the “mystery” of ontological difference beforehand into an ontological fall, an
inevitable concealment. For Milbank, by contrast, a genuine fidelity to the “mystery” of
ontological difference cannot foreclose the possibility of a “hierarchization™ of particular
commitments and traditions, because any “flattening out” is, as a critical posture, fully
dependent upon the sustainability of a “structural” proposition about the inevitable ontic
“concealment” of Being. In other words, the Heideggerian critique of “interestedness”
stands or falls with his claim about the “fall” of Being in its temporalization, which is,
according to Milbank, only one possible “wager,” a mythos that Heidegger only pretends
has a “metaphysical” authority.

Milbank opposes Heidegger’s characterization of the relationship between Being
and beings as concealment with a relationship of “analogy,” not from the perspective of a
more “fundamental” philosophy, but from that of a thinking that is already situated within
a tradition of acting—a rhetorical rather than a “dialectical” opposition. He writes:
“when [ talk about ‘the analogizing process,” I am trying to give a Christian theological

5113

equivalent to Heidegger’s temporalizing of Being. This is similar to the sense in

which Milbank wants to give a theological equivalent, by reference to the Trinity, of

authentically” is not for Heidegger some sort of resignation to an objectified and therefore corrupted world,
but is precisely the possibility of a transformation, via a new existential mode, of the whole of Dasein’s
Being-in-the-world.

13 Theology and Social Theory, 305.
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Derrida’s account of finite existence as a “supplementation” that is inevitably
“treachery.”''* From Milbank’s particular Christian perspective, and from any genuinely
historicist viewpoint, neither “temporalization” nor “dissemination” is unavoidably
“concealment” or “treachery,” for metaphysical justifications aside, they might instead be
the opening in the finite of particular possibilities of “participation in divine Being.”'"® It
might be the case, in other words, that the questionableness of the process of
temporalization does not make the finite “deployments” of Being arbitrarily or even
negatively related to the infinite, and, rather, that “a series of discriminations are
irreversibly made within this process,” and “without these preferences it would collapse
back into nihilism and univocity.”''® Even if these are not Christian preferences that we
are talking about, it is the possibility of preferring that saves thought from the nihilism of
a secular wager, by conceding the possibility that the relation between finite and infinite
is a meaningful, if mysterious, “exchange of predicates.”"'” Without the possibility of
preference, the opening of Being in time would remain the (metaphysically) inevitable
concealment that it is for Heidegger, a mystery before which the existing human being
constitutes an objective violation, not even given the chance to become an existential one.

Of course, one can maintain, as [ would prefer to do, that Heidegger’s
maintenance of the radical “questionableness” of our lives, and by extension his refusal to

connect the possibility of authenticity with a commitment to “preference,” is the result of

an existential rather than a structural rigor. That is, one can argue that Heidegger is

" See Theology and Social Theory, 306-313.

13 Theology and Social Theory, 305.

"8 Theology and Social Theory, 305. Emphasis added.
" Theology and Social Theory, 305.
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working with an understanding of human desire that refuses to see it liberated from its
possessive inclinations simply by virtue of an attachment to a particular tradition or
series. Yet this putatively enslaving indifference to “attachments™ has the corresponding
effect of making possible a liberation of desire even in relation to “unchosen” or non-
preferred attachments; that is, with Heidegger’s proposed indifference, “everything is
possible,” which is what Milbank refuses to acknowledge. Milbank will suggest instead
that to rule out the possibility of an authentic, “interested” living only “excludes, and
does not refute, the possibility of a non-possessive desire.”''® But, as I am suggesting,
this particular reading of the Heideggerian reception of Kierkegaard’s refusal to
“objectify” the religious itself rules out Heidegger’s option to reply that the “possibility
of a non-possessive desire” means nothing if not the possibility of living

bl

“disinterestedly.” It is Milbank, in other words, who would need to justify the strange
pairing of serious objective “preference” with a “non-possessive” desire. He thinks he
can do this by reference to “a real social practice, a transmission of desire that is (despite
the overlays of power) still faintly traceable as a pure persuasion without violence.”""’

The difficulty Milbank faces, therefore, is that of tracing a real social practice that calls

human beings to self-denial, but which appeals to them nonetheless “persuasively.”

3. Milbank’s Rejection of the “Dialectical”
Milbank addresses the possibility of a “dialectical” form of communication in

relation to Alasdair Maclntyre’s philosophical appeal to antique virtue in the face of

g Theology and Social Theory, 320.
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modern secularity. However, as we shall see, this tack allows Milbank to remain
unsatisfyingly evasive of the possibility of a dialectical theology, which generally
speaking takes sin (not simply the passions or the body, as for ancient philosophy) to be
the fundamental difficulty for any “communication” of authentic religiousness. Thus, we
shall need to determine later the amenability of the theological possibility to the more
technical, philosophical dialectics that Milbank criticizes.

That Alasdair Maclntyre advocates a return to antique and not specifically
Christian virtue is evident to Milbank in his attachment of virtue to “Socratic dialectics.”
This connection of virtue with dialectics implies that for MacIntyre the practice of virtue
is at least to some extent communicated or “taught” by rational argumentation. And this,
to Milbank, is Maclntyre’s not-quite-thoroughgoing relativism, which Milbank himself
intends to overcome via the complete “detachment of virtue from dialectics.”?® Milbank
suggests that just this sort of relativism is required of theology, or in other words, that the
Christian account, in contrast to antique reason, “pushes the practice of virtue much
closer to a rhetorical than a dialectical habit of mind.”'*' The problem with MacIntyre’s
putative theology is finally that he thinks too much of its rational appeal, or that he is too
willing to allow that Christian faith “gives better answers to problems always found
dialectically problematic.”'** For Milbank, this importation of a “new foundationalism”
into the Christian ethic makes it all too incapable, like ancient and modern secular reason,

of advocating a genuine Sittlichkeit. In Milbank’s view, the recourse to dialectics is

" Theology and Social Theory, 321. Emphasis added.

120 Theology and Social Theory, 327.
2! Theology and Social Theory, 328.
12 Theology and Social Theory, 328.
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finally what prevents Plato from finding “a way of simultaneously pointing to the
universally valid and objective and to the customary particulars which instantiate =
And just as the city is for Plato ruled by reason and thus “closed off” from unruly
strangers, so too does the dialectical communication of virtue appeal to the subject’s
possibility of a “heroic,” rational overcoming of the “particular differences” of her own
passions. This might not be a problem if the rational could really achieve a
transformation of the passions, the universal of the particular, by virtue of a peaceful
practice of dialectics. But as Milbank tries to show, the relation between the two is
always one of “war.” Therefore, he writes,
A solution is only really possible in terms of a tradition like Christianity, which
starkly links particular to universal by conceiving its relationship to transcendence
in a rhetorical fashion. In this respect, Christianity offers a social alternative to
either the civic mode of sophistry and democratic politics on the one hand, or
dialectics and “aristocratic” politics on the other.'**
Here we can see that “rhetorical” is meant to indicate a “direct” relationship between the
universal and the customary, and so too between the appeal of the practice of virtue and
the whole, passionate human person. Whether and to what extent sin might hamper this
directness, admittedly in a manner different from the ancient conception of a
juxtaposition between reason and what is “unruly” in the human being, never becomes

clear in Milbank’s book, which to me indicates the evasiveness of dealing with

“dialectical” communication in this way.

'3 Theology and Social Theory, 329. One must say that Milbank has become much more sympathetic to
Plato in this regard, most likely due to the influence of his own student, Catherine Pickstock. See
Pickstock, After Writing: On the Liturgical Consummation of Philosophy (Cambridge: Blackwell, 1997),
esp. Chapter 1, for an account of Plato as a forerunner to Christianity, precisely in virtue of his account of
beauty as mediating the “plenitude” of the Good.

"% Theology and Social Theory, 329. Emphasis added on “rhetorical.”
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Milbank tries to reveal the “indirectness” of dialectical communication as the
assumption of a fundamental violence with reference to both Plato and Aristotle. In
Aristotle, whose ethics are generally thought to be more “embodied” than Plato’s,
Milbank suggests that phronesis does not really activate a praxis that can integrate the
whole person into the life of virtue. This is because phronesis “interrupts the
spontaneous flow of the appetites with a reflection which seeks to ensure that they are

exercised with the right measure.”'?

In other words, the most important thing for
Aristotelian virtue is the intellectual discernment and residually “heroic” application of
the right measure onto the passions. The relation between the measure and its
application, in other words, is not “direct,” which implies that those emotions to which
the measure is applied have no access in and of themselves to the criterion of their
“virtue.” The same is true for Plato, who like Aristotle could not imagine a “full exercise
of virtue...within the domestic sphere.”'?® Thus, for Plato the polis was at least “partly

127 especially in relation to the

constituted as a machine for minimizing the oikos,
possibility of true—i.e., political and rational—virtue. This delimitation of the domestic,
and by extension, the “bodily,” is one of the ways in which antique reason manifests its
conception of virtue as “at war” with the passions, and thus of the universal as at war
with, or at least “bounded off” from, the particular. As Milbank puts it, for antique

dialectics more generally, “while reason aims to rule through reason not force, it finds

that it must, after all, supplement itself with a rule of force over force.”*® And this is

125 Theology and Social Theory, 349. Emphasis added.
12 Theology and Social Theory, 364.
27 Theology and Social Theory, 364.
1% Theology and Social Theory, 370.
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why, finally, “the thought of a domestic, tribal rule that would be peaceful without civic
law did not occur to [the Greeks].”'*’

This “thought,” however, upon which the possibility of a genuine Sittlichkeit and
therefore a genuine overcoming of secular reason hinges, does occur to the Christian
account of virtue, which is contained

in the Bible, in the ideas of the protection of guilty ones (like Cain), the periodic

reversions of property distribution to relatively equal portions among family units,

expulsion from the community of the non-cooperating offender (instead of

confinement), and of forgiveness and canceling out of debts.""
It is not as if this thought cannot occur to antique reason, or as if dialectical reason
genuinely discovers a rational “foundation” for the separation of polis and oikos, reason
and passion; rather, it does not occur simply by virtue of antique reason’s a priori belief
in a primordial violence between the two spheres. That is, antique reason’s incapacity to
provide a genuine “meta-critique” of the secular “arises from an entirely mythical belief
that both in ‘the soul’ and in ‘the city’ (themselves mythical entities) there reside
permanent powers ‘outside reason’ escaping the full reach of intelligibility.”"' The
“thought” of a genuinely peaceful communion of the corporeal and the transcendent
occurs to Christianity because it does not believe in the permanent reality of all
“conflictual elements.” Instead, and chiefly for Augustine, Milbank suggests, “evil, or

untruth, is not a simulacrum, not a bad copy of a real thing, nor even a ‘mistaken’

combination, but rather a ‘pure negation’....simply a lack, and therefore defined in

' Theology and Social Theory, 368.
1% Theology and Social Theory, 368.
B! Theology and Social Theory, 370. Emphasis added.
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relation to desire, not to logic.”132 For Christianity, therefore, evil does not have to be
“logically reconciled” with the good, for it is raught—which means, in turn, that the
“fact” of its ostensible irreconcilability has no weight outside the “myth” of evil’s
permanent reality. This implies that a virtuous way of living is possible in every
situation, via participation in “charitable” relations, not via an objective reconfiguring of
the “logical” situation with recourse to the walls of the polis. And this is why, in
response to secular reason and in distinction from Maclntyre, Milbank does not “bring
forward dialectics, nor even virtue in general, but rather Christian virtue in particular.”'**
We can now see more precisely why this “bringing forward™ is a specifically rhetorical
communication; for only rhetoric names an appeal to the whole human being, to all of his
reasons and passions. Thus only rhetorical communication is adequate to a “wager” of
the ontological primacy of peace that refuses the myth of violence to which all secular

reason subscribes. Let us now move, finally, to consider the particular rhetorical appeal

that Milbank seeks to make.

PERSUASION/INSCRIPTION: CHRISTIANITY AS SOCIAL MECHANISM
Despite the intellectual acumen of the book, Milbank’s rhetorical offering of a
Christian narrative, a Christian “social science” whose suspicion overwhelms that of
secular sociology, must be, on his own account, the offer of a practice and not simply a
set of ideas. As he puts it, “if Jesus really is the word of God, then it is not the mere

‘extrinsic” knowledge of this which will save us, but rather a precise attention to his many

132

Theology and Social Theory, 375.
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words and deeds and all their historical results.”"** This means more precisely that a
Christian social science as the offer of a narrative in which one can be inscribed is an
appeal not just to the one-time “event” of Jesus, but also to “the continuing story of the
Church.”®* Thus, when theology, and in an exemplary way, Augustine, advocates the
principle of “the ontological priority of peace over conflict” as a way of criticizing other
“organizing logics,” it must be “firmly anchored in a narrative, a practice, and a dogmatic
faith, not in universal reason.”"*® For if this principle was not so anchored, if it was only
accessible to a purely noetic faith and not to the living of the whole person in the world,
then it would be nothing but a confirmation of the thesis of secular reason that “the
religious” is utterly “sublime,” that it must remain without organizing impact on a
“routinized” world. The wager of ontological peace, in other words, is different in
content from the nihilist courage of secular reason, but this difference in content is one
and the same with its formal inextricability from a real, embodied social order. If it is to
be truly meta-critical, the appeal of Augustine’s claim that “the peace within the city
walls opposing the ‘chaos’ without, is, in fact, no peace at all compared with a peace

coterminous with all Being whatsoever,”"’

must be rooted in a genuinely possible
practice of spiritual but embodied living—a true Sittlichkeit. Only thus does theology
fully confront and evade sociological suspicion, for only by this “universal” appeal to a

particular positive praxis does it demonstrate its indifference to sociology’s mythical

cordoning off of the religious from the social.

"3 Theology and Social Theory, 331.
34 Theology and Social Theory, 385. Emphasis added.
3% Theology and Social Theory, 387.
138 Theology and Social Theory, 390.
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Unsurprisingly, then, Milbank takes issue with any theology that fails to offer ‘a

»138 to the violence of secular reason, and especially with the

positive, alternative practice
thought of René Girard, to whom we shall have occasion to return later. Milbank
suggests that while Girard is correct to emphasize the Gospels’ refusal of violence on the
basis of “another” ontology, he nevertheless gives too much credit to the mechanisms of
human violence, such that the “alternative” to violence can be seen only momentarily in
Jesus, but cannot be given “a collective, political form.”"** For Milbank, however, the
gospel is truly “redeeming” only “in the form of a new social mechanism in which we

d 35140

can be situate When he makes this claim, Milbank means to emphasize our

inevitable narrative inscription—that we only really “exist,” as he says elsewhere, “in the

»141 The narrative, rhetorical form of communication thus

framework of an emplotment.
purports to offer a persuasion that encompasses the whole of human existence, not just a
premise but a whole framework in which one can become a “character.” When Milbank
says he thinks theology should try to “persuade people—for reasons of ‘literary taste’—

12 than those of either modern or antique

that Christianity offers a much better story
reason, he therefore does not imply a merely intellectualist appeal to the literary critic,
but an appeal to the whole living person. And all of this captures, finally, the meaning of

theology’s refusal of a “foundationalist” justification—on the one hand it reveals that the

“persuasion” of secular reason depends also on literary taste, despite its pretensions to

137

Theology and Social Theory, 392.
B8 Theology and Social Theory, 395.
% Theology and Social Theory, 395.
“° Theology and Social Theory, 397.
" Theology and Social Theory, 265.
"2 Theology and Social Theory, 330.
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metaphysical authority; and on the other hand it offers a much more “tasteful”—i.e.,
more comprehensive of the human—wager than that of secular reason, which is really
one of nihilism.

On Milbank’s reading, the wager of secular reason offers total “self-control,”
albeit control of a self whose immanence is “bounded off” from any transcendent
influences. Milbank’s theology tries to demonstrate that secular reason’s offer of human
transparency-to-self is really based on a mythical belief in the ontological primacy of
conflict, and therefore that it offers only a “peace” that is always “victor” over the chaos
of nature. This “peace” takes shape as the battle of human dialectical reason against
lower-order human desires, and of a politics of abstract equality over the “offenses” of
particulars who are unwilling to be assimilated to its measure. Here one might think, for
example, of the relentless “liberal” persecution of religious “fundamentalists,” who refuse
to derive their self-understandings from liberalism itself, or of the inability of any liberal
government to deal with the problem of urban homelessness without resorting to tactics
like the “removal” of homeless persons from the places where their ugliness is most
obvious. This, just like the polis refusing to accommodate the oikos in ancient Greece, is
liberalism’s unwillingness to broker a real peace with those who are too ridden with the
“unequal” to be accommodated by liberal rhetoric. These will feel the brunt of
liberalism’s regulative power only, which also makes plain what is the true nature of its
rhetoric. The rhetoric of Christian theology, by contrast, is for Milbank a persuasion of
“pure peace,” because instead of going to “war” with the offender, theology’s ontological

wager does not allow the “offense” any purchase in reality which would warrant a
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counter-offense, which means that the name of truly Christian action is not “victory,” but
“forgiveness of sins.”'*’

Milbank acknowledges that there are some who do not believe Christianity has or
needs such a perceptible “idiom” of social behavior,'** or an “ethics that broadens its
perceptible impact beyond the soul of the individual believer. These claim that “the
protestant view of the Church, which understands it as an association of individual
believers who possess, outside the social context, their own direct relationship to God,
articulates more fully what was always latent within the Christian self-understanding.”'®’
On Milbank’s account, as we should recognize by now, any such notion of the self as,
with regard to its “religious™ life, extricated from the “social,” is all too indebted to
secular reason’s boundary between the personal and the social. Augustine, Milbank says,
does not in any way anticipate this Protestant development, for he “does not endorse,
indeed utterly condemns, every tendency towards a view of personhood as
‘selfownership.””'*® For Milbank, in other words, there is a direct correlation between a
properly theological acknowledgement of the inextricably “inscribed” nature of
selfhood——and the corresponding impossibility of extracting one’s religiosity from the

narrative in which one finds oneself—and a sort of self-dispossession. To commit

oneself to a “preferred” narrative, then, is to give up the possibility of owning oneself at

3 Theology and Social Theory, 411. See also Theology and Social Theory, 417, where Milbank says that
Christianity’s distinctiveness, its “point of contrast with both antiquity and modernity, lies in its
‘reconciliation of virtue with difference,” or of Sittlichkeit with freedom. Only because it allows difference
does it truly realize Sittlichkeit, whereas the antique closure against difference meant that it really promoted
a heroic freedom which was only for the few.”

" Theology and Social Theory, 398.

"> Theology and Social Theory, 399.

1 Theology and Social Theory, 401.
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some sublime remove from one’s actual, historical living.

We can understand the logic of this arrival at self-dispossession by virtue of
narrative inscription, but we might also say that at no point does Milbank deal adequately
with the existential difficulties posed by “commitment,” difficulties that might make
Heidegger’s “indifference” to particular traditions by virtue of the “questionableness” of
Being’s opening in time equally if not more appropriate. In other words, there is no
obvious reason to believe that the simple act of commitment to the Christian
“tradition”—i.e., to the “Church”—somehow exceeds, apparently by virtue of the unique
object of this commitment, what Heidegger would call the lapse into “everydayness” that
characterizes an objective-possessive relation to what must properly remain the utterly
mysterious opening of infinite Being in time. Thus, for Milbank to be really persuasive
about the opposition of a “narrative” existence to “Protestant” self-ownership, he would
need to describe an “interestedness” in tradition that is, shall we say, disinterested in its
interestedness, at the very least, and perhaps more accurately, disinterested in being
interested at all. For one’s narrative inscription can provide, precisely through the
medium of “commitment,” a way of comprehending oneself as objective and in an
object-relation to other emplotted “characters.” In other words, an “idiomatic™ existence
may offer possession of oneself as a “character,” and Milbank does not deal adequately
with the capacity of sinful human desire to “own itself” precisely through an objective,
“plot-relation” to the past and future. Given this possibility, Heideggerian “remaining
with questionableness” might more fully evade the problem of “self-ownership” that

Milbank is trying to overcome.
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At this point Milbank can reasonably object to the charge we are pursuing, by
emphasizing that the kind of “persuasion” he is talking about makes an object-relation to
one’s narrative inscription impossible, because this persuasion is always also “enacted,” a
sort of existential rather than noetic movement. (But even here, as we shall see, it
remains a question whether or not the impossibility of objectivity is really rhetorically
appealing to human desire.) Milbank says, for example, that the nature of the Christian
narrative, its fully “sittlich” appeal to the whole human, itself precludes any tendency
toward objectification. As he says, for the Christian story, with its affirmation of the
participation in transcendence of all created difference,

the created world of time participates in the God who differentiates; indeed, it is

this differentiation insofar as it is finitely “explicated,” rather than infinitely

“complicated.” Just as God is not a “substance”...so also there are no substances

in creation, no underlying matter, and no discrete and inviolable “things.”"*’

For the Christian narrative, creation itself is not a thing, but the “process” of divine
differentiation, which means that to be a Christian, to be inscribed in this narrative, is to
become an “agent” of this process, one who enacts a creative willing of further, peaceful
differentiation.  Interestingly, this suggestion implies an irrevocably “existential”
Christianity, an account of authentic existence to which Heidegger, following
Kierkegaard, might also subscribe. Milbank continues by describing Christian peace not
as an “objective” unity, a community that is a “thing,” but rather as an activity of being
related to unity:

Unity, in this Christian outlook, ceases to be anything hypostatically real in

contrast to difference, and becomes instead only the “subjective” apprehension of
a harmony displayed in the order of the differences, a desire at work in their

"7 Theology and Social Theory, 424.
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midst, although “proceeding” beyond them (as the Holy Spirit).148

Christian unity is not, therefore, an objective state, but a subjective “apprehension,”
which is always an active work-in-desiring. And thus the rhetorical appeal of the
Christian narrative, the Christian way of living, is an appeal to a sort of “existential”
human desire, a desire not unlike Kierkegaard’s “passionate inwardness,” as we shall see
in greater detail especially in chapters 3 and 5. For Milbank this particular appeal is
coupled with an account of sin that is also not foreign to a description of existential
despair, a willing not to be a self in the movement of spiritual love, but to be a “thing-in-
itself”: “Christianity, uniquely, does not allow violence any real ontological purchase,
but relates it instead to a free subject who asserts a will that is truly independent of God

”]49_reality

and of others, and thereby a will to the inhibition and distortion of reality
being, for Milbank, not a “substance” but the process of differentiation.

It is my contention, however, that such an “existential” Christianity cannot be
communicated directly, rhetorically, or even in any form that actually intends to
communicate something. For the desire of human beings to “be something” in despair
rather than to become no-thing in faith means that the Christian possibility of salvation,
or Christian truth, can only be communicated in an indirect form, which is to say, a form
that is indifferent to its very communication and therefore is something like an “anti-
rhetoric.” Milbank would balk at this and say that an indirect form fails because, just as

the polis excludes the oikos, and just as Heidegger tells us to be utterly disinterested in

our commitments, so a dialectical form of communication does not offer truth as

'S Theology and Social Theory, 428.
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something comprehensibly related to all of our known “ways of living,” but only as a
sublime noetic object. But we might push back, as I will suggest in chapters below, and
maintain that only an anti-rhetoric is attentive enough to the subject’s desire for objective
reification so as to remain capable of animating what cannot be directly appealing to such

desire—a way of living “as if not.”>°
y

CONCLUSION: RHETORICAL NARRATIVE, SITTLICHKEIT, AND DESIRE

In this chapter I have attempted to do several things; primary among them was to
give a detailed account of Milbank’s critique of secular reason as nihilism, a critique
upon which the recent “Radical Orthodox™ assertion of theology’s proper position as a
“metadiscourse” is based. Also significant was my attempt to elucidate the connection in
Theology and Social Theory between the uniquely Christian possibility of Sittlichkeit and
the necessarily antidialectical, narrative/rhetorical form of its communication. Third, I
tried to draw out and emphasize those places where Milbank’s narrative approaches a sort
of “existential” communication, in the sense of appealing not to a desire for objective
self-possession but to the desire of the whole unified person, a desire attuned not to
substance but to the movement of Being’s emanation as such. Finally, in all of the above
I have attempted also to inject some critical comments that hint at the direction of this
thesis as a whole. In particular on this score, I have raised the possibility that a rhetorical
form of communication is not sufficiently attentive to the challenges posed by fallen

human desire, especially in its proneness to temptation—what Heidegger calls “the

' Theology and Social Theory, 432.
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“I31 1 have suggested that a dialectical form might be more

‘falling’ of Dasein.
appropriate to the communication of a truth that demands an “existential mode” of living,
which implies a dying to the desire to be a “thing” or a “substance.” Let me now by way
of conclusion return briefly to each of these major elements in the chapter.

Milbank’s book anticipates the theological agenda of Radical Orthodoxy
inasmuch as it seeks to reunite theology with social theory, and even to defend theology
as the sole possibility of a genuine social theory, by articulating theology as a compelling
refusal of the secular “boundary” between religion and the social. Milbank is therefore
especially concerned by the tendency of modern and particularly Protestant theology to
entertain the sociological “reduction” of religion to mere “social factors,” and even, in the
case of “neo-orthodoxy,” to accept this reduction, ostensibly in the name of preserving
the utterly other-wise character of “true religion.” What any such reduction of religion to
the social assumes is precisely the existence of the social, as a “realm” utterly transparent
to human reason and therefore totally explicable even in the absence of a spiritual or
“transcendent” referent. This transparency is made to sound obvious or inescapable by
virtue of an account of immanent causality which pretends to be exhaustive, capable of
registering even “charismatic” deviations from an all-pervasive and rationally transparent
“routinization” of immanent causality. Milbank suggests, in opposition to this
paradigmatically modern, “explanatory” approach to history, that the sphere of the

secular is not an undeniable reality, but the mythical invention of a subjective belief in the

transparency of the immanent to human reason. Milbank offers the counter-example, the

150 See 1 Corinthians 7.
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counter-wager, of Maurice Blondel, whose “emanative poesis” calls Weberian
immanence into question. For Blondel, every human action, in unity with its thought or
“conception,” seeks and requires a “transcendent” completion, which means that

b

“reality,” as historical movement, is a theory/praxis that always already bears an
undeniable but also rationally inscrutable relation to the “supernatural.”

Next we saw how the postmodern challenge to theology goes beyond that of
modern secular reason, inasmuch as it purports to give up on an inviolably rational
account of immanent causality. Postmodern thought is able to claim, for example, that
Weberian sociology or Hegelian philosophies of history are all equally narrative
“conjectures,” and not somehow rationally inescapable. Therefore it can also relativize
the conjecture of Christian theology as just “another mythos.” Milbank seizes critically
upon this utter relativization of conjectures and demonstrates compellingly how it
signifies postmodernism’s willingness to smuggle in what is still a modern,
metaphysically “necessary” philosophy of history—in its presupposition of “inevitably”
incommensurable difference. ~ Milbank then suggests, in particular against the
Heideggerian reading of the “questionableness” of our relationship to Being, that a truly
thoroughgoing historicism needs to advocate particular preferences in order to avoid a
very un-historicist, metaphysical commitment to an “ontology of violence.” So Milbank
must, in order to overcome postmodernism’s complicity in the “boundary” of the secular

(by virtue of its rendering “the social” utterly transparent, if not to reason then to

genealogy), offer a narrative that is indeed to be preferred.

15! Being and Time, 219.
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In order to persuade us to be interested in the particularly Christian narrative,
then, Milbank cannot go “beyond” historicism, and return to antique “dialectical”
communication, as Alasdair MacIntyre advocates. For such communication, based as it
is upon the ancient Greek division between reason and the passions, the polis and the
oikos, can only reinforce the boundary between, for example, the truly “ethical” and the
familial or embodied (i.e., between “religion” and the “social” as the predictable realm of
necessity). The dialectical form of communication therefore tries in effect to persuade the
subject that he is inevitably divided from himself, just as the truly ethical is inevitably
divided from the domestic, or the “commonly” interpersonal. The dialectical in this
sense appeals to and tempts one “part” of the human (the rational), at both the
intrapsychic and the social levels, to assert its power and its ownership over itself and its
subjects. Milbank’s explicitly rhetorical form of communication, by contrast, appeals to
the whole person, in the sense that it offers the possibility of living a wager that the
human being is not inextricably divided from himself, and nor is the universally “ethical”
unquestionably divided from embodied, customary living. In short, then, the rhetorical
form of communication is both true to the thoroughgoing historicism which calls secular
reason radically into question, and, in its particular wager of the ontological primacy of
peace, the rhetoric of a “genuine” Christian theology is uniquely appealing to the whole
human being, as the possibility, via “inscription” into the Church’s particular story, of
being at peace with oneself and others.

Given that Christianity on this account is not a noun but a particular way of living

in history, Milbank will not say that to be offered a character role in this story is to be
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offered a substantive “identity.” For unlike the dialectical form of communication, which
offers the possibility of self-control to the rational part of the soul, the rhetorical bids the
whole person to be given over and even given up as a “thing” to be possessed at all. So
there are, as Milbank says, “no substances,” but only shifting relations, subjective
movements. This means, as I have suggested above, that Milbank’s rhetorical offer of
the Christian narrative is not the offer of a thing but of a way of being, an offer to the self
of a possible existentiality, not a community but the chance to participate in a particular
process of communing.

Finally, I tried to suggest in a preliminary way how it is strange for an appeal to a
non-objective, existential “way” of living to be paired with a rhetorical form of
communication that (by its very nature) intends to persuade—and thus to communicate a
preference for a particular tradition and narrative.'”> T argue that at the very least this
invites a reintroduction of an objectivism of desire, which evidences a lack of attention to
human sin as the desire to possess oneself as objective. The direct appeal of any
narrative, the offer of any directly persuasive “plot,” ultimately does very little to address
human sin so understood. In the next chapter I shall try to demonstrate why the rhetorical
offer of a narrated or inscribed existence becomes ever more objectifying, for example in
Catherine Pickstock’s localization of the essentially Christian in the Roman Rite, and in
David Bentley Hart’s identification of Christian truth with beauty. From that chapter, in
combination with the present one, I hope it will become clear that “Radical Orthodoxy”

remains too satisfied with its own “structural” or intellectual differences from the

152 80 recall that Milbank wants to read history as “a true concrete representation of the analogical blending
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structures of secular “conjectures,” and that it thereby fails to address the really critical
element in a “communication” of the essentially Christian—the effectuation of a
subjective shift from a despairing self-reification to a faithful willing to enact the eternal
in time. This shift, I would like to suggest in the thesis as a whole, cannot be the result of
a direct persuasion, in relation to a particularly compelling “history,” but occurs only
“dialectically” (in the Kierkegaardian rather than the Hegelian sense), in relation to the
offer of nothing and no-place. For it is only when nothing, no identity, no substance, no
tradition, is offered as the possibility of true life that a subject can relate himself to the
“offer” while at the same time dying to his erotic attachment to identity, substance,
tradition, etc., and thereby become not a reified thing but a participant in the life of the
Spirit. Radical Orthodox rhetoric is not quite willing to take this distance from its form,
which means, finally, that its rhetorical “appeal” is all too similar to the “tranquilizer”

offered in all “idle talk.”"™

of difference,” Theology and Social Theory, 279.
'3 See Being and Time, esp. 221fF.
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CHAPTER 2
ON CHRISTIAN “URGENCY”: A CONSIDERATION OF THE DIFFERENCE

BETWEEN THEOLOGICAL AND SPIRITUAL IMPERATIVES

In the previous chapter we explored the critique of nihilism that undergirds
Radical Orthodoxy’s new “theological imperative.” Specifically we came to see that for
Milbank, the nihilism of secular reason is the result of its hypostasization and separation
of the immanent from the transcendent. According to his genealogy, moreover, this
crucial trait is not only modern; indeed, it is as characteristic of antique philosophy’s
denigration of the passions and postmodernism’s false historicism as it is of modern
sociology’s overt immanentism. The inability of any of these ways of thinking to attain
to a genuine Siftlichkeit—a construal of the transcendent or universal as possibly
“occurring” in the particular situation—negatively indicates the singular achievement of
Christian theology: only for Christian thought is being not a finite or infinite
“substance,” but rather a charitable way of being related in one’s living—to the world, to
others, and to God.'

To rehearse all of this briefly, for Milbank and Radical Orthodoxy, secular reason
assumes a logically inviolable boundary between finite and infinite being, and so
naturally propounds a “dialectical” form of truth. Its inability to countenance any
traversal of the finite/infinite distinction means that it will limit the meaning of an

ontological “inscription” in truth to a being’s possession of certain objective qualities;

' Thus does Milbank say that for Christianity, “there are no substances in creation” (Theology and Social
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and since some of these qualities will lie on opposing sides of the “great divide,” the very
(dialectical) truth of our being is likely to be one of irreconcilable division. Our
“Immanent” attributes will render us inexorably opposed to “transcendence”; and, in
virtue of our interior, rational subjectivity, we shall at the same time find ourselves to be
negatively related to our own passionate, material nature. By contrast, for Radical
Orthodoxy, Christianity’s gospel espouses an avowedly rhetorical form of truth, a form
that asserts no inviolable boundaries, but appeals to and persuades the whole, passionate
person into a truthful way of life, whose movement is at once transcendent and
immanent. Such a life takes the incarnation of God in Christ not as a paradoxically
mysterious objectivity, an effective non-presence, but as a concrete provocation to live in
proximity with the spiritual or universal at every particular moral moment. Therefore
Christian theology’s rhetoric invites and makes possible an “emplotment” that enlivens
and reconciles the subject with himself and the world by virtue of the irreducible
movement of creation itself, which only “is” as the excessive gift of the God who is
caritas.

To understand Radical Orthodoxy’s dialogue with “nihilism” in this way, as the
wager of another form of communication, more in keeping with a reconciling form of
truth, I think helps us to recognize the putative “urgency” of its theological imperative.
That is, in our present context, in which the “linguistic turn” has made it possible to be a
historicist rhetorician without suffering philosophy’s derision, theology finds itself ably

posed to “consummate” philosophy, by offering the sole narrative in which the

Theory, 424).
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persuasion of true peace inheres. In the present chapter we shall consider the precise
nature of this putative urgency. I will argue that what Radical Orthodoxy helpfully
indicates, by unmasking all of secular reason’s “metaphysical” justifications, is the
existential urgency of Christianity’s spiritual calling. That is, Radical Orthodoxy’s
critique of secular metaphysics effectively suggests that you cannot escape the
earnestness of the religious imperative to “be reconciled” by appealing to any “objective”
definition of yourself that would get you out of so living. But we shall also examine
particular cases in which Radical Orthodoxy seems to want to “go further” than this.
First through a reading of Catherine Pickstock’s After Writing: On the Liturgical
Consummation of Philosophy, we will come to see how the Radical Orthodox critique of
all secular “gestures of security” against the possibility of true life, precisely in its effort
to elevate the merits of a particularly “theological” grammar, in fact reduces the
existentiality of secular gestures to their “bad syntax.” In consequence, I argue, Radical
Orthodoxy risks being abie to point only to a syntactical/structural, and not an existential,
alternative to nihilism. Second, we shall explore David Bentley Hart’s provocative
suggestion that even the most persuasive “offense” at the Christian proclamation is more
“aesthetically” than “metaphysically” justified. But here again we shall witness a sort of
“going further,” in that Hart is not content to expose the dubious claim to being
“metaphysically” exempt from Christianity’s call to live, but presumes also to mitigate
the ostensible tastelessness of the essentially Christian, and thus to overcome, via
theology, the very possibility of (the Nietzschean) offense.

In these discussions of Pickstock and Hart, moreover, we shall have occasion to
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consider and respond to characteristic Radical Orthodox dismissals of dialectical
communicators—in Pickstock’s case this will require an exploration of Heidegger on
death, and in response to Hart we shall offer a reconsideration of Emmanuel Levinas’
ostensibly “gnostic” ethics. In the chapter as a whole, then, I hope to demonstrate that
Radical Orthodoxy’s emphasis upon a rhetorical form of truth threatens to reduce the
existential urgency of Christianity to an academic one, which inevitably forgets what
Radical Orthodoxy was about in the first place—the possibility of spiritual life, which
only a human being, not a “culture,” or a “grammar,” or a “rhetoric,” can approach. In
regard to this most authentic of Radical Orthodox concerns, it will turn out that the
“dialectics” of Heidegger and Levinas come much nearer to the mark than our
rhetoricians will allow, precisely insofar as these dialectics refuse to make the offer of
spiritual life a direct one.

In interrogating the supposed “urgency” of rhetorical theology in these ways, |
shall not be able to make an equally urgent appeal to some other form of theology.
Rather, I shall advocate a form of communication that seeks no adherents to any
“theology,” but investigates and pursues gospel truth in a way that allows it to remain
paradoxical, standing in an indirect relation to the despairing/believing human subject.
This will put me in the perhaps awkward position of writing a doctoral thesis that is most
adamant that it not be taken with any urgency. My peculiar emphasis in this regard will
become more comprehensible (but I hope not less pronounced) as we proceed. But for
now let us turn to Catherine Pickstock, whose book, Affer Writing, will provide much of

the material for discussion in this chapter.
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THE SOPHISTIC “GESTURE OF SECURITY AGAINST THE VOID”

In the first chapter of After Writing, Catherine Pickstock undertakes to show that
“postmodern” philosophy is still very much indebted to its ostensible dialectical
opponent, metaphysics.” She argues that Jacques Derrida’s critique of Plato is
particularly revealing in this regard, in that Plato can in fact be used to uncover Derrida’s
fidelity to the metaphysical dichotomy of presence/absence. This argument takes shape
in Pickstock’s re-reading of Plato’s negotiation of the differences between “writing” and
“speech” in the Phaedrus.> In Pickstock’s rendering, the Derridean suggestion is that
Plato’s preference for orality signifies a metaphysician’s nostalgia for the pure, self-
present “origin” of being, of which the “written record” is a mere “supplement.” On this
reading, Plato’s privileged orality effects a suppression of temporality, difference, or
more broadly of the ambiguous and unmasterable articulation or “supplementation” of
being in time. To counter such “nostalgia,” Derrida insists upon “the transcendental

writtenness of language,™

the inexorably “supplemental” character of all temporal
“signs.” Pickstock’s own reading of the Phaedrus is meant to assert the opposite—that

an insistence upon language as written is, “after all, a rationalistic gesture which

suppresses embodiment and temporality.™

? Catherine Pickstock, After Writing: On the Liturgical Consummation of Philosophy (Oxford: Blackwell,
1998).

3 Phaedrus, trans. R. Hackforth, in Plato: The Collected Dialogues, eds. Edith Hamilton and Huntington
Cairns (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1963), 475-525.

* After Writing, 4.

S After Writing, 4. 1 should emphasize that Pickstock’s argument on this score is more convincing as an
inventive reading of Plato than it is as a revelation of Derrida’s “rationalism.” See David Bentley Hart’s
“Review Essay” of Pickstock’s book, in Pro Ecclesia IX (3): 367-372, where Hart suggests Pickstock
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Pickstock makes her argument by reading Phaedrus’ enthusiasm about the
transcription of Lysias’ speech on eros, which he has in his possession, as a relation to
truth not as unavoidably supplemental and thus written, but as possibly accumulated and
held in writing, detached from its performance in time.> On her account, therefore, the
Socratic, oral practice of “dialectic” indicates no quest for disembodied, un-supplemented
being, but represents instead the practice of truth in time, the enactment of being’s
temporal differentiation.” Pickstock writes that Phaedrus “fetishizes” the real as a text
because it permits a mobility of truth that allows for a direct and “pure” relation to it at
any moment, since the written text is immune from the variations inherent in any genuine
performance of language. Thus Pickstock calls Phaedrus’ repetition of Lysias’ speech a
“simulated orality,” which “would engage a fully metaphysical obsession with a lost
original.”8 By contrast, a “true” orality would eschew the attempt to repeat truth as a
present possession, and constitute instead “a new and different performance in itself.”
By virtue of Phaedrus’ possessive relationship to the written, in other words, Platonic
orality can be read as juxtaposed not to temporality, facticity, and supplementarity, but to
all attempts to transpose a truth that must be /ived, in the inexorable differentiation of
temporality, to a secure “space” where it can be owned.

A more typical reading of Plato, such as Pickstock suggests is found in Derrida, is

makes Derrida out to be a “simpleton,” and argues that in fact Derrida “is not a champion of inscription
over against speech (except ironically), but a critic of a certain metaphysical mystique of the spoken—or,
rather, of the unspoken and unwritten—and of any philosophy that envisages a retreat from that very force
of ‘dissemination’ that permits thought to move” (370).

¢ See Plato’s Phaedrus, 228a-¢.

7 After Writing, 6.

8 After Writing, 8.

® After Writing, 8.
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unable to imagine this alternative to a metaphysics of presence—i.e., to imagine “that
instead of being at once radical absence and original presence, the good might be an

inaccessible and inexhaustible plenitude.”"

Such a “Platonic alternative” suggests
primarily that the transcendent “good” is not irrevocably bounded off from the immanent,
“since the sun which shines light onto beings is present in the gift of insight, truth, and
beauty.”'" The suspicion of the postmodern anti-metaphysician is that “recollection” of
this good, pursued through the oral practice of dialectic, disparages the written and
“factical” in order to return to a “purer” self-presence than that which can be mediated in
writing, or indeed, lived in time. For Pickstock, however, Platonic recollection is not “a
mere identical re-attainment of something rooted in ‘the past,” which cancels out all that
has happened since. Rather, the eternal transcendence of the good which causes a kind of
overflowing into physicality keeps us within the movement of time.”'* This argument
would have us believe that the writing which Socrates opposes is precisely a means by
which to achieve a falsely “originary” relation to being. Against writing’s afforded
epistemological security in this regard, “Socrates proposes the partial nature of all
knowledge, and suggests that our only access to it is via specific physical performance,”"
which is to say, dialectic. The performance of dialectic is therefore an interpretive
pursuit of the good, mediated by an erotic attraction between the philosopher and the

transcendent’s irruption or emanation in its “supplement.” Through a discerning eros, the

philosopher “recollects™ the truth of the good inasmuch as it shines forth, partially, in

' After Writing, 11.
" After Writing, 12.
' After Writing, 13. Emphasis added.
" After Writing, 19.
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things that are present. Thus does the philosopher also, by virtue of the good’s
“contagion” and consequent production of a philosophic “madness,” recollect himself in
light of the good and participate in its temporally differentiating emanation."

For Pickstock’s Derrida, by contrast, the Platonic preference for orality is
evidence of nostalgia for a good defined objectively as primordial unity and identity,
inexorably violated by “the different” or the supplement. Derrida therefore privileges
writing, or in Pickstock’s words, effects a “colonization of supplementation by writing,”"
whose emphasis is not on the absent and fetishized original (represented by speech) but
on the “disseminated” (represented by the written). This emphasis on the “supplement”
is meant to preclude access to the origin, by making the “measure” of temporal
dissemination irreducibly aporetic. Only thus can the temporal supplement have its due,
for an arbitrary supplementation is precisely what makes dissemination in writing so
lamentable for any fetishizer of pure presence. But for Pickstock such an arbitrary
measure nonetheless prevents us from moving beyond an objectivism of
presence/absence. That is, for Derrida to say that the presence of the supplement is, in
the undecidability of its arrival, the irrevocable absence of the origin, is not exactly to
confound the dualistic logic on which a metaphysics of presence turns (even if it is to
“overturn” it).'"® And so it is the fnore surprising claim of Pickstock’s book that the

Platonic account of transcendence (later fulfilled by Christianity’s arrival at a

constitutively “supplemental,” Trinitarian ontology) alone gets us beyond a metaphysics

" After Writing, 21.

' Afier Writing, 20.

' This line of argument is similar to Milbank’s suggestion that Heidegger’s is a false historicism because
its insistence upon the “questionableness™ of Being’s temporalization really capitulates to the metaphysical
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of presence—or metaphysics in the conventional sense. For in the Socratic presentation,
transcendence is not objectively absent, but is plenitudinously present, mediated
temporally and erotically: “On account of the excessiveness of transcendence, the good
is always overflowing into that subject which, via eros, strives to participate in it.”"’
Therefore Socrates does not fear the supplement, precisely because the good
supplements, or makes itself ever again partially available to the mediation of eros.'®

Just as Pickstock reads Socrates’ preference for orality as a preference for a way
of life in erotic pursuit of the good, over a “life” that is written and thereby possessed
apart from its performance, so too does she understand his approach to representational
poetry in the Republic." Thus for her we must not read Plato’s critique of poetry as one
more denigration of being’s “supplement” in favor of the “real thing.” Rather, Socrates
advocates liturgy alone because, as representation, it is not sealed in tranquil mobility
(think of Lysias’ speech), but beckons a necessary participation. Socratic liturgy is not,
then, “a constative representation now and then of what is praise-worthy, but constitutes a
whole way of life.””® The Platonic injunction concerning imitation, therefore, is not to
avoid all secondary accounts as such, but rather to be related to supplements as possible
occasions of one’s own enacted formation by the good’s supplementation, instead of as

discrete “representations.” To put it another way, the difference between the poetry that

Socrates problematizes and his alternative of liturgy is not the difference between mere

presupposition of secular reason.

' After Writing, 22.

'® Hart’s “Review Essay” is especially critical of Pickstock’s sympathy for the Platonic here, arguing that
she ignores how “Platonic eros is contaminated entirely by a tragic abhorrence of change” (371), and that
this only dilutes the force of her ultimate appeal to Christianity’s uniqueness.

1% See The Republic of Plato, trans. Allan Bloom (New York: Basic Books, 1968), esp. Book X.
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imitation and pure objective presence, but between a supplementation-as-representation,
to which one can relate objectively, and a representation-as-participation. Therefore the
Socratic goal is that “the city itself becomes the true drama, inhabited rather than
represented, and the life of the philosopher-lover enacts the true poetry, for that which he

»21 pickstock concludes that while

utters is harmonious with his whole mode of living.
Phaedrus treats himself and others (and the real as such) as fundamentally written and
thus definable, for Socrates “there is a suggestion that a person’s identity is defined and
performed not only by his position in a particular place, but also by a kind of journeying,
an ‘identity’ which is always in media res.”>

Therefore, while the linguistic turn® enables both theology and postmodern
philosophy to affirm that we exist only in the supplement, only by virtue of a linguistic
inscription or emplotment, Pickstock’s reading of Plato allows her to qualify this
affirmation by suggesting that an emphasis on language as constitutively written severely
limits the possibilities of language/selthood. Whereas Derrida sides with Phaedrus
against the putative Platonic/metaphysical abstraction of existence from its supplemental
inscriptions, Pickstock identifies in the sophistic emphasis on the text a construal of
language which ultimately threatens supplementarity and difference, insofar as it reifies

"

the subject and the real in a “static schema.” Thus she claims that the characteristics of

20 After Writing, 39.

2! After Writing, 40. Emphasis added.

2 After Writing, 45.

% The importance of the linguistic turn to Radical Orthodoxy is evident in Graham Ward’s comment that
“in the contemporary linguistic turn...Christianity is again given the opportunity for continuing, for
mapping out for today, for making intelligible for today, a theology of signification so fundamental to
scripture and in the traditional teaching of the Church,” in Ward, Cities of God (London: Routledge, 2000),
9.
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sophistry finally “constitute an anticipation of the characteristics of immanentist
modernity...not because of their reliance on language as such, but rather on account of
their separation of language from itself, or from its ultimate character as an expression of
liturgy.”** For Pickstock, that is, the linguistic turn only accomplishes an overcoming of
metaphysics if language is construed as fundamentally “praise of the divine,” oral and
enacted rather than written and objectifying. Construals of language as fundamentally
written are objectifying because they keep the presence/absence distinction intact,
refusing to countenance its traversal via what Pickstock calls a “specific performance.”
Within a “transcendentally written” language, therefore, there is no possibility of a way
of living in the face of death; there are only various opportunities for self-objectification,
various “gestures of security” against the void of time’s passing.

In tracing the influence of this antique gesture of despair upon the construction of
modern language as such, and in conjunction with the assumption (common also to
Milbank) that we only live by virtue of and within our linguistic emplotments, Pickstock
also implicitly claims that we moderns /ive the sophistic gesture of security against the
void simply by virtue of our wholly spatialized and thus “nominal” language. And here
arises the total—because “redemptive”—urgency of theology’s new, rhetorical form of
communication, its recasting of language as fundamentally movement and practice. Here
is where we begin to see, in other words, that Pickstock’s construal of the dilemmas
posed by modern language implicitly precludes one’s participation in true life simply

because one is situated within a “bad construal” of language. This implication, I suggest,

* After Writing, 46.
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is tantamount to a definition of the human being as the syntax in which he or she exists,
which is a somewhat ironic implication on the part of one so opposed to the
objectification of the person in writing. Let us remain mindful of this dubious possibility

as we consider Pickstock’s construal of the development of modern language.

MODERN SPATIALIZATION
1. The Gesture of Modern Epistemology

In her chapter on the influence of sophistic “spatialization” upon modern thought
and language, Pickstock begins with that now ubiquitous fruit of abstraction—
technology. She admits that technology as we know it is a persuasive force in
entrenching the notion that reality can be schematized and written, since modern
technology presents us with what she calls “an all too seductive facility” in our
manipulations of objects, which seem therefore to derive unproblematically from the
written.”’ Yet Pickstock does not want to suggest that technology is the cause of this
“spatial illusion,” for as she goes on to say, “the illusions which it can encourage are only
legitimized by an increasing denial of genuine transcendence, understood as doxological
reliance upon a donating source which one cannot command.”®® She concludes that this
fundamental denial is generated not by technology as such, but by human beings’ fear of
participating in a “transcendence” that is deployed in something as uncontrollable as the

passing of time.”” Thus Pickstock acknowledges, on the one hand, the existential

25 After Writing, 48.
2 After Writing, 49.
%7 See After Writing, 52-3.
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attraction that an atemporal reification of reality in writing exercises upon human
beings—in all times and places, we might say—but at the same time she would like to
locate the turn to this reification historically, to give the seductiveness of the illusion
varying degrees of intensity on the basis of objective, not existential, criteria. This is
precisely the conflict and perhaps contradiction that works its way through most of
Pickstock’s book: on the one hand you have the claim that human beings who are fearful
of their own passing away turn to a written reification—while an “authentic” relation to
transcendence remains possible at every moment—and on the other hand, the claim that
such a temporally-mediated participation becomes less possible as the result of changing
objective/historical circumstances. So she writes that our technological facility indicates
that “the structures of sophistry are now so boldly inscribed into our linguistic and social
practices that a liturgical attitude toward reality becomes increasingly remote of access,”
and aims in her chapter to “trace the expansion of the unliturgical world.”®

Pickstock begins her endeavor by considering the predominant suggestion in
modern thought that the material of any discipline can be made available, and even
simple, via the application of a properly universal “method.” Here she refers in particular
to Peter Ramus’ reduction of language to diagrammatic definitions—divisions of subjects
into their most simple, graspable, and therefore, “real,” elements. For Ramus, “true
definition, as opposed to description, was to be as brief as possible, so as to allow the

essence of the thing being examined to be made superlatively clear.”” Of course, this

meant that language and definitions were to be superlatively abstract, or that the

8 After Writing, 49. Emphasis added.
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possibility of a comprehensive understanding was open so long as the subject of inquiry
could be pulled out of its complex temporality and given an “elemental” representation.
The proponent of the “divide and simplify” method (e.g., Ramus) will claim that this new
approach does not “distort,” but rather “distills” the real into its native simplicity,
unburdened by the superfluous additions of Scholastic language and the complications of
temporal mutability. Yet as Pickstock will argue, the “convenience” of modern
epistemologica! methods “has a sinister aspect, for by adopting the stance of methodizer,
the pedagogue obfuscates the confusions of reality, generating an apparently objective
ontology, from a secretly subjective method.”® The “confusions of reality” are
obfuscated by reference to the mind’s capacity for schematic clarity, which effectively
requires us to say, “the appearance of disorder is merely real whilst the method and the
mind which deploys it are supra-real”™®' Epistemology hereby comes to determine
ontology.

The identification of language as schematic with the “supra-real” accomplishes
for Pickstock the denigration of language as such, which she says is constitutively praise,
insofar as our linguistically-inscribed existence is most fully realized when we are
engaged in a performance of language that refers to, and so participates in, transcendent
being. On the Ramist understanding, by contrast, language is constitutively
diagrammatic, which eliminates all performative or rhetorically excessive dimensions

completely, reducing such temporally-variable elements to the category of

% After Writing, 51.
% After Writing, 52. Emphasis added.
3 After Writing, 53.
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“ornamentation.”? This development is ironic, Pickstock notes, for Ramus begins with
the intention to move beyond the putative “obscurantism™ of Scholastic thought “by
seeking to assimilate ‘common parlance,”” and yet this ultimately results “in a voiceless
style.”” Pickstock suggests that this style is now reflected in the structure of modern
language as such, which has become increasingly insulated from the necessity of a living
enactment, increasingly comprehensible in its pristine, “textual” form:

For example, whereas formerly, syntax had been time-bound and aggregative in

structure, and punctuation such as colons and commas had functioned to indicate

pauses or emphases relating to oral delivery, with the progressive introduction of

spatial models, syntax and punctuation now became more abstract and logic-
bound.**

In such a language, structured to preserve schematic clarity rather than to provoke new
and non-identical performances, we have reached the fulfillment of the sophistic impulse
to be so close to the factual that one can take it everywhere in an atemporal (and thus,
idealized) form. This is all to say, in other words, that modern linguistic inscriptions no
longer afford human beings the opportunity for a Socratic-type participation in
transcendence, because they inscribe all “persons” into an ideal objectivity which is only
depleted by temporal deployment or practice.

If Pickstock’s reference to Ramus is meant to capture a turn in the direction of a
non-liturgical world, Descartes represents for her a significant acceleration. Pickstock
will of course want to single out Duns Scotus as the originator of a “univocal ontology,”

according to which the complexity of being becomes “available and immanent,”” but she

32 After Writing, 55.
3 After Writing, 55.
3 After Writing, 56.
3 After Writing, 63. See also Pickstock, “Duns Scotus: His Historical and Contemporary Significance,”
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claims that Descartes builds on Scotus when, in the Regulae, he defines being “as that
which is clear and distinct, available to absolute and certain intuitions.”*® Descartes’
privileging of absolute certainty adds to Ramist thought a more explicit attempt “to
demolish” material reality as the different, which is why for Descartes, “the ideal method

8 as that which

is produced in solitude.”®’ Hereby we enter upon the era of the “object,
can be known because it is only written. The Cartesian object is that which is known
with the certainty and simplicity of a diagrammatic logical conclusion, worked out in the
purity of solitude, and, known as such, supremely is. Thus we can say that while the
Cartesian object purports to be a simplification or reduction of the material to its
fundamental elements, by virtue of the criteria of epistemological certainty (utter self-
identity and immutability), Cartesian objectivity ultimately abides “within an interior

% In other words, despite the best intentions of the Cartesian

which has no exterior.
method (to secure the “reality” of the factual and material against the terrors of time and
mutation), for Pickstock Cartesian objects are in fact “arbitrarily related in advance by a
conventional system of order and hierarchy, in such a way that they instantiate a break

with the natural order.”*

2. Obscuring the Gesture

An immanentist ontology therefore has the outcome of making the existence of

Modern Theology 21 (4): 543-574.

38 After Writing, 63.

37 After Writing, 60.

¥ After Writing, 63.

*° After Writing, 67.

* Afier Writing, 67. Emphasis added.
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the real dependent upon the subject’s capacity for objective knowledge, her capacity for
imposing a static schema onto a world that is otherwise too temporally/materially
complex to be known. But this situation, in which the subject “confers existence™' in an
active gesture of imposition, does not provide the subject with the requisite security
against the incipient nihilism of her living. In other words, the subject who is conscious
of her gesture in this regard must also dwell in the anxiety provoked by the discovery that
the real as objective is but an imposition. To know this about one’s gesture of security is
not really to be “secured” by it, but to come face-to-face with the “void” against which
one sought protection. The subject herself, in her very subjective capacity, must
therefore be obscured from her own view. Descartes accomplishes precisely this
obfuscation, Pickstock argues, by “substituting method for memory.”” That is,
Descartes abolishes memory as subjective participation in knowledge and elevates a
methodical “intuition,” which effects the “textualization of the subject” as such.”’ As
Pickstock puts it, “memory is crucial for self-continuity whilst allowing for variation, and
so its replacement by formal, isomorphic structures transposes the subject’s continuity-
with-difference into self-identity and permanence, the prime criteria, that is, for the
Cartesian object.”*

The question is, of course, how can the subject ever be convinced of not being

herself as a person? Pickstock argues that several developments in the trajectory of

modern thought and culture enforce and maintain the subject’s experience of the real as

! After Writing, 70.
e After Writing, 70.
“ After Writing, 70.
“ After Writing, 71.
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objective, and eventually make it impossible for the person to be anything but an object.
She begins with experimental science’s extension of the sophistic gesture by providing
identically repeatable demonstrations designed to make the mathesis apparent and so
“confirm” it as the real. Successful experimentation can assuage the subject’s anxiety
about imposing objectivity upon reality by producing “events” that make reality as
schematic actually present to the witness. This is not to say, of course, that experimental
science restores the subject as a person capable of “recollecting” and so participating in
truth within the flux of time, but rather that experimental science makes it possible to
“read” even the visible, at least in certain controlled situations, as immediate to a
formalistic, schematic “intuition.” Successful experimentation thus persuades the subject
that there is no distance, no “gap,” between reality as apparent, material, and temporal,
and reality as objective, which the subject would need to traverse by some perverse act of
self-imposing will. Not just anyone, of course, could serve as a witness to this production
of evidence of the transcendental writtenness of the real—only those “qualified” to read
reality as fundamentally factual. In the scientific age, therefore, a select group of
“virtuosi” comes to confirm and perpetuate a construal of reality as objective, which
obfuscates the fact that such a construal is an expression of a human power defiant of its
own anxious situation within temporality. As Pickstock explains, experimental science’s
virtuosic city “involved a disguised projection of human power which operated not
according to a consensus about its values and implications but according to an

unquestioned advancement of knowledge in the service of the promotion of hidden
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sovereignty.”*

According to Pickstock, however, the parties to this gesture of human power
eventually required another and stronger distraction from their anxiety that objective
reality remained a subjective imposition—an anxiety provoked by the fact that a
reflective, temporally-existing person can never achieve the monadic presence-to-self that
an atemporal object can. Therefore a self-forgetting more secure than that offered by
experimental science was in order. Pickstock suggests that this further requirement was
fulfilled by the theatricality of baroque society. This is a surprising claim at first, since
the ornate excesses of baroque culture seem “to occlude the calm units of Ramist or
Cartesian cartographies.”*® But in spite of this ostensibly differentiating excess, “it was
the universality of the apparent disorder, its systematic diffusion, which betray its chaos
as strategic, studied, and fully contained.”’ In other words, the theatricality of baroque
cultural operations, like the rhetorical flourish of its architecture, are betrayed by their
pretensions to universality as clumsy mythological justifications of human power
deployed as a relentless objectification of reality. Because the entirety of the baroque
polis was encompassed within the king’s sphere of influence, no subjective action could
fall outside the purview of his power; his presence could be fabricated everywhere as a
“bedazzling” force, a theatrical display into which subjects were incorporated, not as
actors but as dumbfounded objects. Pickstock argues that this turn of baroque pageantry

back tc a more ornate style of writing—albeit now empty of “rhetoric” in the true sense

* After Writing, 81.
® After Writing, 83.
Y7 After Writing, 83.
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of referring beyond itself—was inevitable; for “the more one surrenders the localism and
traditionalism of substantive content for the universality of a formalist method, the more
this method is inevitably lacking and requires supplementation by mythology.”® In other
words, the more one adheres to a notion of reality as the written, the more one comes up
against the human subject’s resilience in the face of such reductions to self-identity and

. . 4
immediacy.*

3. Modern Language as Final Solution

Up to this point, the rhetorical efforts of the sophistic preference for writing and
consequent turn to spatialization are still engaged in battle with the subject understood as
a way of living, a mode of temporal enactment, and not an object. That is, such efforts of
spatializing reason are negative acknowledgements of the subject’s reflective capacity,
and of the possibility that the subject might be related to the “real” by virtue of a
mediation that is erotic-temporal, rather than epistemological-spatial. The former relation
engenders a living whose “life” derives from the constant repetition of its recollecting
pursuit of the good in time, rather than from an epistemologically-derived “certainty”
about the subject’s location within the space delineated by a schematic method. But the
development of modern language brings us to another, more sinister situation, in which
this rhetorical battle is finally won by sophistic reason. Pickstock makes this claim via an

exposure of the noun-centric nature of modern language. She argues that the modern

“® After Writing, 88.

* We might note that this suggested re-mythotogization of a spatialized reality is in keeping with John
Milbank’s suggestion in Theology and Social Theory that secular reason is more in need of a dubious
metaphysical justification than are forms of religious reason. See Milbank, Theology and Social Theory,
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prioritization of the noun is a linguistic equivalent to the development in the nineteenth
century of techne such as photography, which “seemed to actualize a summoning of
reality distilled from the flux of time, as a spatial given.”® Just as photography makes
“being” available to a gaze that seeks an atemporally static and epistemologically certain
reality, so does modern language render reality as a series of nouns devoid of persons as
actors. Pickstock gives a particular example of the process of “nominalization,” which
renders a real, enacted situation or event as a given, timeless “thing.” She writes: “the
nominalization ‘allegation’ is a condensed transformational equivalent of the clausal ‘X
has alleged against Y that Y has done A,’ and so...is ideally suited to discourse which
places a premium on the transference of information in as economical a way as

9551

possible. The key aspect of nominalization is therefore that it “elides grammatical

voice.”?

Whereas previously language (as fundamentally oral, for Socrates) made the
life of the human actor possible, in the modern period it has become something by which
we “name” reality as a thing. Our nominal language thus removes “the personal from
itself,”> precluding language from being the medium of true living.

[t seems important to note, however, that the practice of photography does not
achieve the inexorable objectification of reality, which is only really accomplished
through a particular relationship of the photographer or the viewer to the “objects” of this

art. That is to say, the objectification of reality that occurs in conjunction with the techne

of photography is not really a possibility of the “thing” called photography (this would be

136.
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a wholly nominalizing description), but of the subject who is related to photography and
to photographs in a particular way. Various “ways” of being related are possible in
relation to the photograph, such that “salvation” from the spatialization that photography
seems to produce does not require the elimination of the art of photography so much as a
turn in the subject—a turn that makes a genuinely erotic “seeing” possible in relation to
photography, beyond the merely auto-erotic gaze of objective possession. And surely the
same thing might be said about modern language—that the objectification of reality it
seems to indicate is only really significant, in a theological sense, in reference to the
individual human subject’s comportment to that reality, which language alone, as a
“thing,” cannot determine. But this, strangely, is what Pickstock will not allow. Her
fidelity to the tenet of post-linguistic-turn philosophy that “there is after all nothing
outside language”® leads her to suggest that the possibilities for subjectivity are
inextricable from the determinations of the particular linguistic “construal” of reality in
which the subject finds himself. Modern nominalization’s rendering of a reality devoid
of living persons effects “asyndeton,” or the peculiar “voice” of modern language, by
which the subject is therefore determined as “superficially active and fundamentally

9955

passive. When we exist in a language characterized by “asyndeton,” in other words,

the result is that “when we think we speak or act with all the contingency of an open and

2956

temporal event, that contingency is choreographed in advance,””” which implies that our

very subjective living is inexorably inscribed as a “thing” within a spatial, pre-given

3 After Writing, 95.

3 After Writing, 90.
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% After Writing, 100. Emphasis added.
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order.

4. The “Linguistic Turn”

The central implication of this claim, to which I have alluded already, is that the
modern subject is, by virtue of his situation, excluded from the possibility of a truly
spiritual life, enacted in time. Sin becomes a “necessity,” not by virtue of existential but
of historical/philosophical determinations. Whereas a more existential account of sin
would suggest that one’s exclusion from spiritual living is always one’s own, and that life
in the Spirit is not easier or more difficult in any particular era—for it is never either
straightforward or impossible to live the truth, as Jesus demonstrates—Pickstock’s
suggestion is that such life is indeed impossible within “modern syntax,” and by
extension that it becomes more straightforward once the possibility of persuasion into a
theological syntax becomes apparent. Thus Pickstock’s particular fidelity to the claim
that “there is nothing outside language™ leads her to identify each human subject with his
contextual syntax, as if there were an utterly direct relationship between the subject and
language. By extension, the subject’s redemption from a “bad” context coincides with a
new “construal” of that subject. The “truth” of the linguistic turn which theology hereby
seizes upon is that rhetoric is not to be eschewed for its directness in bringing about any
transition between “grammars.” And hence theological rhetoric, in its unique capacity to
effect the persuasion of subjects into a “liturgical” grammar, is elevated to a quasi-
redemptive status.

It must be true, of course, that Christian theology, which understands everything
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to have been created in and through God’s “Word,” finds the linguistic turn
accommodating in certain ways. And it seems to me that Pickstock is fundamentally
correct to suggest that the Christian /ogos is not given as an atemporally discernible
script, but instead that creation is spoken into being by God’s very breathing or
“spiriting” of his Word. The real is “in” this Word as the spoken, the lived, and the
breathed. And thus I agree with Pickstock that the sophistic preference for the written,
traceable up to the modern emphasis on method, is representative not of the possibility of
life in the Word, but of a human “gesture of security” against the dangers to self-
possession posed by a genuine life-in-truth. We know this life poses dangers for us
because Christianity can only refer to it by pointing to Jesus, who truly /ives because he
would rather die than become reified as something written. One thinks of the situation in
the Gospels in which Peter would like to protect Jesus from the danger of<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>