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Outside in, inside out: Notes on the Retreating @oNancy’s Deconstruction
of Christianity

Laurens ten Kate

Abstract

According to Jean-Luc Nancy, a deconstruction afis@ianity looks for the ‘unthought’ in the
christian religion. By this unthought dimensionrheans ‘somethingh Christianity that at the same
time ‘is not Christianity proper’ and ‘has not mied with it'. It appears to be simultaneously odési
and inside Christianity. At the same time, thishaotght undermines and ‘exhausts’ Christianity, and
it would be this self-exhaustion that would be g &karacteristic of Christianity; it follows that a
deconstruction of Christianity primarily investigatthe way Christianity deconstructs itself. Irs thi
article, the thesis is developed that this complexhought structure of Christianity (1) expresses
Christianity’smodernstatus, and (2) is expressed in the nucleus dftitistian traditions, namely in
the ways in which Christianity deals with the nathe, experience and the concepGaid This is
demonstrated — in dialogue with Nancy’s work — Eering short analyses of the christian doctrines
of theCreationand of theTrinity. These analyses show that the christian God ‘iratas’ in various
concrete ways the structure of being outside asidén outside as well as inside Himself, the world,
and even outside and inside Christianity. Shapeithisydouble bind, the unthought God is always a
retreatingGod.

1. Introduction: Christianity’s ‘unthought’

In 2002, in an interview in the German magaziretre International Jean-Luc Nancy
defines his project of a deconstruction of Chrigtia as follows. It is, as he states, the
determination of ‘something’efwag in Christianity that would have ‘made it possipleut
that, at the same time would be the ‘unthoughtCafistianity: that is to say, something
Christianity that at the same time ‘is not Christig proper’ and ‘has not mingled with it'.
What could this remarkable feature of Christiary, that Nancy locates simultaneously
within and beyond this religion, as if this beydmelongs to Christianity in the form of what
does not and can never belong to it?

Then, in the next sentence, Nancy adds to thekerrabmplex formulations an even more
difficult one. He states that the unthought of Gtanity should be understood as something
that can only be grasped in its ‘comingh(Kommeh® So, the deconstruction of Christianity

! ‘Entzug der Géttlichkeit. Zur Dekonstruktion unelfSstiiberschreitung des Christentums’|éttre
International winter 2002, 76-80, 76: ‘...was das Christentum lebggemacht hat (und mit ihm das,
was die gesamten abendldndischen Zivilisation wirigkt hat), was aber gleichzeitig nicht das
Christentum selber wére und sich nicht mit ihm vieamt hatte — etwas, was das noch im Kommen
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involves a focus on two structures of thought:tliggsthat of inside versus outside, and
secondly, that of being or presence versus conimthe complexity of Nancy’'s approach of
these classic structures, one immediately percehatsboth are deconstructed themselves, to
the extent that they lose their oppositional righe outsidéis something contaminating the
inside from within and on the other hand the inside can only be utmEtsas something
opening itself towards an outside described ascitsdition moglich macheyi and its
movement itn Kommeh In is never in, and out never out. Surely, tsnplex and open
structure of the unthought does neither coincidéh v@hristianity’s ‘construction’ — its
historical traditions, doctrines and institutionser does it transcend it; the unthought, in
other words, is neither simply present in, nor callly absent from (beyond) Christianity, but
it deconstructs the latter’s construction righinfirds nucleus.

However, this unthought inside and outside Chmstlya as Nancy thinks it, is not the hidden
essence of the christian religion leading evernyuallits fulfilment in time, but refers to its
exhaustiotf It is not of the order of an origin or of a destion, but belongs to its logic of
self-undermining or, as Nancy puts it elsewherefofself-overcoming® In turn, this logic
parallels the logic of what Nancy describes as‘édmdire structure of western civilization’
(abendlandische Zivilisatioft both Christianity and western culture as a whale
characterized by a dynamic of self-exhaustion, Wwisiccording to Nancy achieves its radical
form in modern, secular times. In this sense, @hngy’s unthought which keeps ‘coming’
to and from it, makes us aware of its close interwovenness witdernity — aware of its
being a modern religion.

Hence, the philosophical project of a deconstructd Christianity has two key objects of
investigation: first of all the unthought of Chréstity and its complex structure, and next the

begriffene Ungedachte des Christentums selbst ware.

% Qutside Christianity in the sense Nancy formulét@s the interview (see note 1): ‘that what has n
mingled with it' — and | would add: what can newaingle with it according to a logic of presence.

% One should speak here of a continuous ‘openingossibility’, of an active and dynamic ‘making
possible’, in other words, of a beginning or stagtpoint that ‘begins time and again’, rather tbaa
stable and pre-existent ‘condition’. Considereds thiay, the ‘condition’ is part of the movement
(Kommen instead of preceding it; it is an unconditionahdition. See on the problem of the outside
as an unthought possibility, promise or even réi@laalso below, section 7, esp. note 32.

* The French terms used by Nancy épmeiisemenand espexhaustionsee e.g. ‘Une foi de rien du
tout’, in La déclosionDéconstruction du christianisme, IParis: Galilée 2005, esp. 102. See also the
Introduction in this issue by Ignaas Devisch ankjawan Rooden, ‘Deconstruction, Dis-enclosure,
and Christianity’.

® See ‘The Deconstruction of Christianity’, in H. deies, S. Weber (eds.Religion and Media
Stanford: Stanford University Press 2001, 112-13@,; orig. 1998, republished ira déclosion203-
226.

® See note 1.
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ways in which this unthought questions the relatimetween Christianity and secular
modernity.

2. Between the end and the beginning of religion

Almost ten years earlier than the 2002 intervienwai key paragraph imhe Sense of the
World, Nancy relates this modern unthought of Christianvith the end of premodern
Christianity. He defines a deconstruction of Claisty as a project unmasking and
interrupting the christian experience of sensethad a new insight in the way sense ‘works’
in modernity becomes possibflaVhereas the Christian-medieval era, according andyi,
received sense ultimately outside this life (thierdife), outside this world (the Kingdom),
and outside history (theschatonthe ‘Last Day’), modern secular culture has ntaopbut to
affirm and expose to the senseandof this world. This commitment to the here and now is
modernity’s troubleand challenge. Sense is being disconnected from itswuarldly Giver,
and it is simplethere without the gift of a transcendent Giver. Here ttlezonstruction of
Christianity seems primarily directed towards dleguup the christian veils that would block
a new, modern understanding of sense. In the saamagm@ph Nancy speaks of an
‘abandonment without return’ of everything thapresent in the Christ figure: that is, of ‘all
hypostasis of sensé&'The complex formulations of the 2002 interviewrse® be opposed
here by a critical definition aimed at disruptin@r{Stianity, limiting its historical meaning
and influence. This parallels Nancy’'s multiple staénts about the presumed ‘end of
Christianity’. But is it that straightforward, firof all according to Nancy himself? Is this
‘end’ really an end®

One might place both definitions in chronologiceder, discarding the older one in favour of
the newer. That would imply that one of the keystsofThe Sense of the Wonebuld have
been abandoned by Nancy; this clearly is not tlse,dar his concept of sense in relation with
the modern condition is very much at work in hietand recent publicatiot$ Furthermore,

"The Sense of the Woylslinneapolis: University of Minnesota Press 1984-58; orig. 1993See on
this paragraph also the Introduction in this issue.

8 The Sense of the Worls5, note 50.

° In a dialogue with Nancy, Jacques Derrida alsaegiand comments the aforementioned paragraph
from The Sense of the Woylohterrogating Nancy about his view on the poditybof an opposition
between (premodern) Christianity and modernity.ridaris critical with regard to any notion of an
‘abandonment without return’ of Christianity: ‘Leoi“sens” parait d’une part lié a ce christianisme
gu’il faut abandonner. Mais une fois que I'on aratEnné le christianisme, on garde néanmoins le
mot “sens” déchristianisé, si j'ose dire, il le faumcore. (...) Autrement dit, tu sembles vouloinsau

le sens aprés sa déchristianisation tout en didang d’autres textes, que la déchristianisatibnimes
opération d’autodéconstruction, c’est-a-dire encoheétienne...” See Francis Guibal, Jean-Clet
Martin (eds.) Sens en tous sens. Autour des travaux de Jean-dnryNParis: Galilée 2004, 186-187.

12 See e.gThe Creation of the World or GlobalizatioNew York: Suny Press 2007 (orig. 2002), and
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the author ofThe Sense of the Worldarns us already in the same paragraph, that a
deconstruction of Christianity is ‘something otfiean a critique or a demolitio.It may be
more correct, then, to try and think this end ofi§anity and of its experience of sense as
something already presemt Christianity. In that case, an opposition of maitgr and
Christianity — the latter’s end being the beginnaidhe former — would become pointless. It
would be more worthwhile to explore the ways in evhChristianity bears its own end within
itself — an end that marks a never-ending beginnirtgs ambivalence is expressed, for
example, in the way Christianity oscillates, fra earliest, its medieval to its modern phase,
between an affirmation of sense outside and ofesgrssde the world. The life of the christian
receives a powerful fulfilment as a form of care @meself in the here and now and as
responsibility for the earth, as for example Augustaches in hi€onfessionand Erasmus

in his Enchiridiory but an equally forceful fulfilment is found ingHonging for a life and
sense outside the self and outside this world,aasbeen evoked by the chiliast movements,
by numerous mystical traditions or by early modauntanism.

But how to connect the philosophical announcemétit@end of Christianity of the end of

its experience of sense with the philosophical announcement of the untibumn
Christianity that is still coming and more importignhas always been coming? How to read
the end as something never-ending? In order to clmmerms with these questions and
prepare for possible answers, we need to turn tbemteon to the christia®od, or rather, to
the ways in which Christianity deals with the narie experience and the concept of God.
For the unthought of Christianity analyzed so $aexpressed mostly in its complex God.

3. A God who wants to get rid of God

The deconstruction of Christianity can be descrilzsd the determination of a radical
ambivalence within Christianity, within its histongs theology, its doctrine, its rituals, its art:
an ambivalence through which Christianity decordguitself. Hence, a deconstructive
analysis of Christianity studies primarily Christiy’'s autodeconstructionas its basic
characteristic¢?

This ambivalence consists in the fact that thestlan religion has itself, and from its very
beginning— a beginning that should be traced back beyond#gnning of Christianity, in
its Jewish and Greek rootsa double relation to the possibility, or rather,the event of
sense. This double bind of sense comes to theido@hristianity’s double experience of its
God. On the one hand, it is almost obsessively mieduwith the here and now of sense, that
is, in the intimacy of our personal relation withhrist and his flesh and blood; here, no
outside is necessary, for the outside is inside. dithought, the unheard of that which is ‘in

the interview ‘Rien que le monde’ Wacarmell, Spring 2000.
" The Sense of the Woyls5, note 50.
12 5ee also below, note 30.
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coming’ (m Kommel is in and since Christ always already there. tB& other hand,
Christianity remains totally devoted to the expeck of a sense that is not of this world and
transcends time and history: God’s heavenly Kingdsmnly one of the relevant metaphors
here. In this second sense the outside is so thdicanscendent that no relation to it is
possible: only an experience of distance and ofimgaremains. In sum, the christian God is
‘so close and yet so far'.

In a parallel way the christian concept of geousig of Christ's appearance and subsequent
presence in the world, with and among us, shoulcebd in a double meaning, which would
also be consistent with its traditional use. Chaiparousiarefers to both his presence in the
world, close to us, and his coming presence —i@sgmceas coming — outside the world, that
is, when he will finally gloriously return at th@e of time. The first meaning g@arousiais
usually associated with the story and symbolisrthefCross, the second with the apocalyptic
images and visions evoked in the last book of teer Nestament. But a douljp@rousiacan
never be a full presence. Though to many beliepeobably in a very unorthodox way,
Nancy rightly points out thagtarousiashould be thought in its literal meaning of a pres
that falls short of being present: of a presemncesig) that remains close but at a distangar{

). God’s presence in Christ is a presencerefreat™ the retreat from being as the only
possible ‘mode’ of beind!

As is abundantly clear from the first chapters ladd déclosion Nancy defends an
understanding of Christianity that problematizes tpposition of religion and atheism.
Christianityis an atheism, Nancy attempts to demonstrate, bedautsa fundamental retreat
from religion is present and active. Why? Surelthbgides, both extremes of the double bind
explored above lead toward this retreat. The caotis deregulation of the inside-outside
scheme, of the dualism of an innerworldly and a-worldly sense, results in a religion that
first of all enacts the death of God: the christaod dies in the intimacy of his becoming
human in Christ, as well as in the infinite distaraf his absence. The retreat consists of
proximity and distance. In other wordbgcauseChristianity cannot choose between a present
God and an absent God, this religion challengesidba of a religion proper; for what
remains of a religion that is devoted to the dexdtlbod? | suggest that it is in this direction
that Nancy interprets the well-known dictum of MalrGauchet: Christianity, as the religion

3 The double meaning of this term should be kepealietreat as withdrawal, and as dealing with
(treating) something/someoagain(re-), in other words: re-addressing. It indicadsirning away as
well as a turning towards. The French waelrait contains the same contradictory meanings;
however, in the Germaiuszug/Entzughe second meaning is lost.

14 See ‘Entzug der Géttlichkeit’, 80.

15 See in particularLa déclosion ‘Athéisme et monothéisme’, 27-46, and ‘Déconstarctidu
monothéisme’, 47-64, translated from an earliersioer as ‘Deconstruction of monotheism’ in
Postcolonial Studie6-1, 2003, 37-46.
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of the West, is ‘la religion de la sortie de laigin’.'® Christianity does not oppose atheism,
it forms no counterforce against the ‘disenchantnoérthe world’, but accompanies it or, as
Karl Léwith would state, has actually led td't.

Well before the publication dfa déclosiorNancy has already been involved in this complex
exploration of Christianity’s retreating God. Tlssindicated, for example, by two interesting
footnotes inBeing Singular Pluraf® Just as the aforementioned paragraph and footnote
The Sense of the Woyldoth footnotes refer to a future project callbed tdeconstruction of
Christianity, but the second footnote deals alseflyr with the christian doctrine of the
Trinity. | hold the view that this strange dogma formuaby the early Church and never
after abolished or even revised seriously, maytadtie clarification of the double bind just
mentioned. If so, a deconstruction of Christiamugnnot do without a deconstruction of the
Trinity.

I will first present and comment the complex ananstimes cryptic paragraph iBeing
Singular Pluralto which this second footnote belongs. Subsequemtlysection 5, | will
compare Nancy’'s remark on the Trinity with his viem the christian theology of the
Creation. Finally, in section 6 and 7, | will forfate a few opening analyses to a
deconstruction of the Trinitarian God. In doing aim to explore new paths or side-paths in
the deconstruction of Christianity, staying closéiancy but going my own way as well.

4. The God who is ‘being-with’

The paragraph iBeing Singular Pluratleals with one of Nancy’s main subjects: the maani
of ‘ensemble’, of ‘together’, of ‘étre-avec’, of éing-with’. Nancy states that the word
‘ensemble’ always ‘oscillates’ between two obviassumptions: either it is thought as a
relation to something/someonatside as a ‘juxtaposition of isolated parts’ or enstier it is
thought as a relation that encompassesréteta or relati (those who relate) in a fusional
‘unified totality’ by which the relation itself i®eing absorbed and transformed into ‘pure
substance’: that is, into a pumeside Although Nancy describes the restless oscillation
between these extremes as an inevitable predicamhevestern thought, he also affirms this
oscillation as an important feature of the ‘ensexhbl maybe its only feature. For ‘being-

'® ‘Religion retreating from religion.” See M. Gauthke désenchantement du monde. Une histoire
politique de la religion Paris: Gallimard 1985, 133-232, transl. Bge disenchantment of the world :
A Political History of ReligionPrinceton: Princeton University Press 1997.

" See e.g. Lowith’€hristentum und GeschichtBiisseldorf 1955.

18 SeeBeing Singular Plurgl Stanford: Stanford University Press 20@8, note 20 and 60, note 52;
orig. 1996.
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with’ defies the structure of outside and inside;isi neitherextra nor intra, and both
simultaneously. Any thought of a pure outside puee inside precludes the possibility of the
‘ensemble’, Nancy claims.

‘Both [a pure outside and pure inside — LtK] sumpasunique and isolated pure substance, in
such a way that one cannot even say ‘isolatedctexbecause one would be deprived of all
relation with it.*°

Against this God that is identical to a pure substa- inside, as in the pantheist optf8nor
outside: think of the Being above or beyond Beitgracteristic of negative theology
Nancy now hints at a different God. This he doethenfootnote. This different God, who is
‘together’ with the world neither in the form ofpaure outside nor of a pure inside, might be
the trinitarian God of Christianity. In this concept of God, Nargyggests tentatively, the
‘ensemble’ is not thought as substance, but asatiaeal dynamics, an ‘oscillation’ within
God himself. The divinity of this God is togethesseproper: ‘Being-with of the onto-
theological specie$®

This God is not a subject, according to the lodithe pure outside: not an isolated identity
temporarily entering a relation; equally, this Gedot the absorption of all subjectivity in a
totum according to the logic of the pure inside: nofusion of identities that makes any
relation superfluous. In this sense, this God 3 fonger “God™”, as Nancy writes in the
footnote. Still, the trinitarian God, whoever or atbver he may be, is a God. What strange
God is this trinitarian God then? lra déclosiorNancy treats the question of this strange God
by discussing the meaning of monotheism. He replréise formulations of our footnote in
Being Singular Plurgl and in doing so, persistently speaks about the G christian
monotheism. We will discover that here again, tiretarian God creeps in.

‘...the “One” of “God” is not at all Unicity as a sstantial thing, present and joined to itself:
on the contrary, the unicity and the unity of ttged” (or the divinity of this “one”) consists
precisely in the fact that the One can be neitlosited, presented nor figured as conjoined in
itself [réuni en sdi Be it in exile and diaspora, be it in the becogaiman and in a being-
threefold-in-itself (...), this “god” (...) absoluteBxcludes its own presentation (..%.’

So the monotheistic God, of which the trinitariamdGseems to be a further expression
according to Nancy, is no one in itselhot ‘conjoined in itself'. Clearly, since the tiarian

¥ Being Singular Plurgl60.

% From which Nancy excludes, remarkably enough, &g@irand Leibniz. In their work one would
encounter a concept of God that defies the straaifioutside and inside and that proposes a Gad tha
is no ‘God’ seen as substance or identity. Theid,GNancy claims, follows the logic of the
‘ensemble’ as described above: id¢he ensemble. Hence, their God ‘is not togethen aatything or
anyone (...)", but He is ‘the togetherness or beoggther of all that is: God is not “God”.’ (60)

L One discovers that Nancy suggests a close proxbetiveen his own thinking on the christian God
and that of Spinoza and Leibniz: see note 20.

22 ‘Deconstruction of monotheism’, 46.
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God falls apart in three persons, it cannot be ghbas a single ‘person’ in the sense of an
isolated and self-indulgent subject, nor as aralaflerbingtotum It has a complexity to its
being that is caused by its being-three-in-onebémg seems to be a being-with or being-
together in a fundamental way.

5. The unthought God as the God of Creation

Elsewhere Nancy demonstrates the not-being-ontséti-of God by means of an analysis of
the God of Creation, e.g. again Being Singular Plurdf, and later inThe Creation of the
World.

Nancy'’s interpretation of the christian narrativelaubsequent doctrine of the creation of the
world is provocative to the extent that the relatib®etween creator and creation is not one of
subject and object. The sense of the world eeatedworld consists in the enigma that the
‘creator becomes indistinct from his creatiéh'Or, formulated more radically: there is no
God outside or before the event of the creatioraidgoutside is inside, and the reverse. This
event, in which the protagonists of the creatiamys{God andAdam the humans; creator and
creaturespre always already involveelthey do not exist prior to it, nor as a resulitof, is
thenihil of what has later been named theatio ex nihilg as Nancy sees it.

In fact, if the creation isx nihilg this does not signify that a ‘creator’ operatgarting from
nothing’. As a rich and complex tradition demont&sa this fact instead signifies two things:
on the one hand, it signifies that the ‘creataeéit is thenihil; on the other, it signifies that
this nihil is not, logically speaking, something ‘from whicWhat is created would come
[provenit], but the cominggrovenancgitself (...).2°

So theex nihilois the event of the coming, of the coming intonigeiand of being-as-coming
(provenir, provenange This may add to our understanding of Nancy’s plax formulation

in the 2002 interview | quoted at the beginningtttine unthought of Christianity can only be
grasped as something or someone constanttying(im Komme movingandpassingonly

to retreat again: the unthought of the christian narrativeci@ation consists in the fact that
creation is an act or event of ‘coming itself’.

The ex nihilois, in other words, the event of the relation inickhGod and humans, heaven
and earth, outside and inside meet. In this meehliag being op-posed shifts to a being ex-
posed to one another, thereby problematizing theuck of their identities. In this event, God
is indeed no one in itself, but exists only in bift of the creation, that is, in his giving
himself away — ‘himself defined as theoming of the event of the creatidf.Can we

» See 15-21.

?* |bidem, 15.

% |bidem, 16. | have changed the rather awkwardstagion of this sentence a bit, rendering it more
literal.

% The same could be said of the identityhoimansin the creation, that is, dkdam (Hebrew for
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demonstrate this same structure by focusing onTtivaty? Do we find a similar enigma
here?

6. The unthought God as a trinitarian God

The concept of the Trinity can Ibe rephrased apegific treatment of the problem we have
been occupied with up to this point: how to porteasod that is ‘so close and yet so far’, in
whom the sense of the world becomes apparent a&svanvolvement between outside and
inside? For the Trinity bears as its central ighigeevent of thencarnation of the becoming
human of a God who, as sudh,this becoming, still is God. In this sense thenifyiis an
intriguing and troubling feature of christian thegy: in it the unthought of Christianity, as
analyzed eatrlier, is articulated in a formal, doetrmanner, leading to its creed of a complex,
multiple God. In this sense, the unthought of QGlamsty indeed resides primarily in its
unthought God. How and why did this concept emerge?

The Trinity, as is well known, consists of thregsoms: (1) God, the Father, (2) Christ, his
Son, who left his father to enter the world anddmee human, and (3) the Holy Spirit, which
is the spirit of Christ left in the world to blowreng humans after the Son had returned to his
Father. In this formal summary of the concept, Thiaity reflects the threefold order of the
biblical history. Firstly, the Jewish God of thedOlestament, the God of the creation, the law
and the prophets (the Father) sends himself awalyeirfigure of his son to become human.
Secondly, this becoming human forms the materiatife New Testament gospels telling the
story of Christ. And thirdly, after Christ's ascers back to heaven, his Spirit lives on in the
world: the stories of the concluding books of theaNTestament.

So far, things are pretty straightforward. The ifyinwould, according to this formal
approach, be a linear structure, an image of anctogy: from outside to inside and back
outside; from God to humanity and back to God. Heeveit becomes a lot more complex as
soon as we recognize that the early church hasyalpeesented the Trinity as a threefold
God the Father, the Son and the Spirit are three gottsn one. There is no question of a
God temporarily leaving his divine topos only tdura to it later on: the leaving itself is

human being). Peter Sloterdijk elaborates this loptoblem of identity (of creator and creaturedGo
and humans) in hiSphéaren vol. |: Blasen Frankfurt a.M: Suhrkamp 1998, esp. 31-45. Sldjferd
defines the creation, as imagined in the openingatiges of the jewish and christian bible, as an
eventbetweenGod andAdamwhich consists in a ‘urspringliches Hin und Hedem, bei dem es
keinen ersten Pol geben kann' (41). Hence, thetarda not the subject of the creation, but
subjectivity ‘happens’, ‘begins’ or ‘comes’ (to uskancy’'s vocabulary) in aharedevent — Sloterdijk
speaks ofTeilung which reminds of the important conceptpafrtage (sharing, dividing, separating)
in Nancy. ‘In der intimen Teilung der Subjektivitdtirch ein Paar (...) treten Zweites und Erstes
immer nur gemeinsam hervor. Wo das Zweite nichriéfin war auch das Erste nicht gegeben. Daraus
folgt: Wer Schopfer sagt, ohne Adams vorgangigexi&enz mit ihm zu betonen, hat sich bereits in
einen ursprungsmonarchischen Irrtum verlaufen.) (42
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called God. In other words, God is God, but the &amperson in the Trinity, Christ, is equally
God, as is his Spirit. And consequently: if the lamnperson is human, than God is human as
is the Spirit. Here, in the confessing and worsimgpf a threefold God the scheme of an
outside- and an inside-the-world begins to crumble.

Traces of this complex God can already be fountthénNew Testament, e.g. in Paul’s letters
to the Corinthians, and subsequently in a morei@kplay in the writings of Tertullian in the
second and of Origines in the third century. Whers& former, standing in the tradition of
Aristotelian metaphysics, emphasized God as ‘Orestaance’ in whom three persons were
embedded, the latter adopted a more free appraatietTrinity, by declaring the unity of
three different and distinctive divine personstexlato each other in an interplay. Already for
Origines the incarnated, human God (Christ) andSipisit were the central modalities of the
trinitarian God; to him the Father-God remainedhie background, as a transcendent creator
of humans, while the Son-God was their redeemerSgiritof this Son their sanctifier.

But it was at the Council of Nicea in 325 and ladérConstantinople in 381 that the first
trinitarian creed was formulated by theologiang [idexander and Athanasfislater it was
established further as a doctrine in the fifth aentin particular by Augustin. Now, the
Trinity is not an invention out of the blue. ltasheavy compromise that has emerged slowly
within a fierce debate in the first centuries of thurch on the status or ‘nature’ of Christ. If
Christ is the central figure of the christian redig should he simply be God or simply a
human being? The former position was taken by thditton called docetism, the latter by
arianism.The theologians present at these Councils develageinpromise between the two
positions, first in the famous dogma ‘Vere homagvaeus’: Christ is both divine and human
at the same time and this forever. Subsequenttydbimpromise was placed into a coherent
structure: the Trinity.

The historical background, in as far it can be nstaicted®, leads us back first of all to the
early Christians’ resistance against the sacralitthe Roman emperor. Then still illegal and
oppressed, the Christians needed to distinguish @aa from the Ruler of the Empire, who,
since Augustus, was proclaimed to be God on etotlve the fusion of the divine and the
human world, which gave him absolute power. Cloastld hardly be a similar fusion of God

*" The 381 creed is a much more elaborated versitichwhas become the standard text in the
Christian liturgy.

8 Research on the historical and political contéxthe debates on the Trinity are still rather rare.
just mention a few recent studies that are impotiame: Susanne Hausammafuttes Dreiheit —
des Menschen Freiheit. Trinitdt, Anfdnge des Mdamulst Augustinus und Augustinismus
Neukirchen/Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag 2003; R. Lath The Holy Trinity: In Scripture, History,
Theology and Worshj@Phillipsburg NJ: P&R 2004; William G. Rusch’s & with commentaries
The Trinitarian ControversyPhiladelphia: Fortress Press 1980; and of calselder, famous study
by Harry A. Wolfson, The Philosophy of the Church Fathers: Faith, Tgmiand Incarnation
Cambridge MA: Harvard University Press 1976 (o1i§56).
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and humans, so the gospel narratives were intexpretg. by docetist and on the other side
arianist movements, into a direction wherein he 8een as either pure divine or pure human,
pure ‘exterior’ or pure ‘interior ‘substance’ — take Nancy's words from the footnote in
Being Singular Plural discussed earlier. The trinitarian theologiappased these one-sided
views and attempted to formulateddferent entanglement of God and humans — different
from the fusion presented in the Emperor. They erpnted with a notion of entanglement
in which both identities were constantly problemeadi in stead of being synthesized and
neutralized. The enigmatic trinitarian God, | repeas seen as a God who opposes his own
deity, who gives himself away to become human, anduch, as a non-God, was considered
God. This enigmatic God was seen as a much firmeémaore effective resistance against the
Emperor-God than the rigid dualisms of the docgtstthe arianists.

In the fourth century the doctrine of the Trinityasvshaped in its definite and influential form
in a period when the Church shook off its illegi@tss and became the dominant religion of
the Empire. Consequently, the first theologianstied new, powerful church aimed to
formulate a God that could replace and succeedEtheeror-God convincingly. Also, it
became necessary for the new, christian emperosglass for the first popes to ground their
power in the idea of being an earthly represergativChrist and of his apostles: thus, outside
and inside had to be brought together in a certaiy. Christ himself needed to be thought in
a radical incarnational structure, in which hisidiity and humanity were his double trith.

7. The Trinity as a theology of retreat: incarnatjoevelation, kenosis

The Trinity presents a God that consists of ‘legvimmself’, | stated above. After having
explored briefly the historical soil of the debatas the Trinity, let us now explore — again
briefly, by means of some preliminary thoughts — @@® now turn final attention to why
Christianity, in its eventual choice for the tramian God figure, is a religion that retreats from
itself — thatdeconstructstself >

The narrative of the incarnated God is not only ¢betre of the christian religion, but it is
also its distinctive feature as compared to otkégions and even to the other monotheisms.
Nancy indicates this time and again in his textsttmn deconstruction of Christianity. The

% |In a similar way, Nancy compares the outside-imsidmplexity of the christian God with that of
thesovereignSee e.g. ‘D’un Wink divin’, in.a déclosion 158-159.

% Indeed the deconstruction of Christianity andtsftheological doctrine — like the Trinity — is not
primarily an act to be performed and conducted fyagent or subject in the here and now: by us
philosophers or scientists e.g. First of all, its@mething inherent to Christianity proper, as Nanc
points out; hence, he speaks of #htodeconstructionf the monotheist religions, and in particular of
Christianity (see e.gThe Sense of the Worl85, note 50, quoted earlier), and elaboratedThre"
Deconstruction of Christianity’, esp. 121-122). Destructivist analysis as an active academic
practice can be nothing more than a way of dematmsty this autodeconstructive dynamic and make
it explicit.
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incarnation disorders the classic, hierarchic i@habetween gods and humans by introducing
an infinitethanatography- a story about dying. God dies as God only toirelif@ as human:
but this human then dies (on the cross) only te &gain as God. However, this deceased and
resurrected God can no longer be a ‘normal’ God,hf® cannot be worshipped but in the
shape of the one who humiliated himself and reé@difrom being God. Death of God, death
of humans: these two events structure Christiarptgcisely in their endless repetition.
Maybe the Trinity should be understood, more thea aoncept or dogma, as the story of this
double event, the narrative of the incarnation.

In this context Nancy also speaks of the ambivadesfcthe christiamevelation Christianity
does not start from a straightforward and concreteelation of a God, supported by an
originary holy text or by witnesses; The God thainte to get rid of himself reveals himself
only as emptiness, as ‘the Open as such’, as Naacges it' Despite the multiple
experiences of divine appearance or divine intdrgarby Christians throughout the history
of this religion, revelation in Christianity doe®tnhave a subject or object, but refers to
something that never ‘is’ but that ‘is’ to come.ighsomething’ is nothing in itself, but
revelation proper. Revelation reveals the possybdi revelation, just as the creation, as we
saw Nancy formulate earlier on, creates nothingtself, but the possibility of creation.
Neither a revealing instance, a creator, a subjecta revealed, created entity, an object, are
articulated here; but in between these two theipiisg the promise, the event, that is: the
possibility and the promisas event, as the gift ankikiros of revelation. As soon as a subject
threatens to overtake and appropriate this empsgipiity, as soon as an object threatens to
fill it with realization, both structuring event$ Ghristianity — death of God, death of humans
— question and even disarm these appropriaffons.

31 ‘The Deconstruction of Christianity’, 121.

% Needless to say, this approach of revelation sefer Heidegger’s distinction obffenbarung
(revelation) andffenbarkeit(usually translated as revealability),Being and Timg1927), and more
prominently in his text ‘Phenomenology and Theoloffyom the same year), later published in
Pathmarks ed. William McNeill, Cambridge: Cambridge Univitys Press 1998, 39-62 (orig.
Wegmarken 1978). The emphasis on the possibility and thempe of revelation, that is, on its
revealability rather than on what/who may be resealis central to Nancy’'s deconstruction of
Christianity, just as the emphasis on ‘messianieit/opposed to messianism is crucial to Derrida’s
work (e.g. in ‘Faith and Knowledge’, in Jacques i@ and Gianni VattimoReligion Stanford:
Stanford University Press 1998, 16; orig. 1996¢ fiact’ of revelationis its coming, here and now,
however not as a substance appropriable to a mergdigious tradition or group, but only as
possibility, as a ‘not yet'. A radical thinking dfe difference between the old Aristotelian modsdit

of potentiality and of substance is at stake hékevertheless, both thinkers also formulate their
reservations with this rigorous distinction, e.g.the dialogue quoted above (see note 9). Derrida
states: ‘Ce couple-l@ffenbarkeit/Offenbarung..) est un couple diabolique, trés difficile a triger.

On ne peut pas décider, quant a savoir si la dondie 'Offenbarunga été |0ffenbarkeit autrement
dit de I'ouverture du révélable dans laquelle ulhglation historique s’est inscrite, ou si, au caing,
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The experience of an empty revelation parallels dtteer experience central to Nancy’s
thought, that of the christian God as a retreatuagl, with all emphasis on the ‘event’, the
‘revelation’ of this retreat. What is revealed isetreat, rather than a ‘God’. The prime model
for this retreat is the concept lkdnosisGod retreats by becoming human, ‘emptying himself’
as Paul’s letter to the Philippedhdaying off his divinity in order to enter the hamworld.
This is a remarkable feature of the idea of incaonafor here God retreats, creating as much
distance as possible between him and the worldvd®st outside and inside, but this retreat
only results in the most intimate proximity of tidvine and the human, in Christ.
Furthermore, the kenotic death of God is continimechediately in the death of the human
being into which God had entered. Here we encouhiertwo aforementioned structuring
events again. Following similar lines of thoughtaridy states that the incarnation does not
simply mean that God becomes human, but that ‘iMeealin humans becomes a dimension
of retreat, of absence, and indeed of de#th’.

The Trinity, as much as its doctrine leans heawiythe doctrine of the incarnation and its
complexities, reflects the problem of the lattérthie Christians worship Christ (centre and
axe of the trinitarian structure) as their Lordaritthey actually worship a double death: death
of the Father, death of the Son — death of Godthdelahumans. As a strange concept of a
threefold God that is no God, the Trinity may wed considered as the telling of a story
rather than as a concept in the proper sense. theisstory of this double death. As was
suggested above, the trinitarian creed of Constapke may be rethought as the telling of a
story rather than a confession of dognid@'Fhe spirit of this story, of this drama between
God and humans must be told time and again. Thlg Hpirit, the third person within the
trinitarian God, the spirit of this death storycalled ‘giver oflife’ in the creed. Wouldn't it
be one of the ‘unthought’ features of Christiartityat in the fourth century the assembled
christian communities decided that their creed @aully be to believe in two deaths (of God,
of Christ) that, surprisingly and mysteriously,vgilife’: ‘I believe in God the Father, in Jesus
Christ, his Son, and in the Holy Spirit, giver &

une Offenbarung c’est-a-dire un événement est arivé, imprévisilgiet, qui a ouvert la révélabilité a
elle-méme...” Se&ens en tous serkB9. Here, the difference is rephrased as adersticulating the
inevitability of both terms and the undecidabilibgtween them. See on this also Hent de Vries,
Philosophy and the Turn to ReligioBaltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press 1999,49-95.

%3 Letter to the Philippians 2:7.

3 Der Entzug Gottes’, 78.

% This is especially true for the main part of theetl, that on Christ, which happens to be by far th
longest part as well. Whereas the short openirgslon God the Father and the short concluding lines
on the Spirit, the Church, Baptism and Eternal kife phrased like theses, the lengthy middle part o
Christ remarkably presents in the narrative form $tory of his impossible birth, life, death and
resurrection, stressing his being divared human at the same time.

% See for an interesting rethinking of the Spirit giger or rather as ‘gifting person’ within the
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God is the ‘story’ of a double death (of the Fatloéithe Son) giving life (the Spirit): here one
observes how Christianity’s autodeconstruction ‘aetf-exhaustion’ already come to light in
the way it deconstructs its God. Christianity’s raodty and modernity’s christianity rest on
this groundless ground.

threefold God Stephen H. Weblhe Gifting God: A Trinitarian Ethics of Exced¢ew York/Oxford:
Oxford University Press 1996, esp. 153-156. Here $ppirit is not merely seen as Christ's Spirit
remaining on earth after His death and disappearamto heaven, but as the differential economy
itself relating the other two persons to eachotfibe Spirit is not a third person, but the middhel a
mediatory person initiating and ‘organizing’ thecegs of the drama that happens between the Father
and the Son - or, in a theological generalizatibthis event, between God and humans —, leading to
their giving themselves away. Indeed the Constaptencreed of 381 states in an intriguing way that
Christ has incarnatedom or by (Latin:de) the Holy Spirit, and then, in the same breatit, of (Latin:

eX) the Virgin Mary. Through this strange double igidgt movement, by a God, the Spirit, and by a
mortal being, the virgin, Christ is offered to therld. Here it is suggested that the Spirit come®ie
Christ, whereas the verse in the creed that agtug#oduces the Spirias the third divine person in
whom to believe, follows much later in the text.
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