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Abstract
The work of the French philosopher Jean-Luc Namayes with the thinkers of the ‘theological turn in
phenomenology’ the programmatic desire to placétttelogical’, in the broad sense of rethinking tieligious
traditions in our secular time, back on the agesfdaitical thought. Like those advocating a thepbal turn in
phenomenology, Nancy’s deconstructive approacthiiogophical analysis aims to develop a new selitgibi
for the other, for transcendence, conceptualizatdexson-apparentn the realm of appearing phenomena. This
is why Nancy launches a project looking for thethought’ and unexpected within the Christian triadis,
calleddeconstruction of Christianity

However, the deconstructive approach to the nqrasagmt differs fundamentally from that of the
thinkers of the turn (1) in its being non-apologetnd non-restorative with regard to religion, hesesit starts
from a problematization of the — typically modettmt is romantic — desire to defend and protectt wiauld be
‘lost’ and possibly to restore this, (2) in its @@con the complex difference-at-wordifférance between
religion and secularism, a difference that carebmédentanglemenandcomplicitybetween these two, (3) in
its hypothesis that this entanglement is esseyiiale between (the meaning and experience ofjttradity
around) presence and absence in modern culturay é)conviction that the philosophy and histofyculture
must join, support, complete and maybe even twarat phenomenology when dealing with the diffi¢attk of
determining what exactly would be ‘left’ of the &blogical’ in our time.
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In this article both positions are compared andromted further, leading to an account of Nancgs
readings of the Christian legacy (its theology,tdoe, art, rituals etc.), and ending in a moreadedl,

exemplary inquiry into the tension between distaamog proximity, characteristic of the Christian God

1. Phenomenology and deconstruction: Derrida, Nancy

Since Jacques Derrida’s groundbreaking analys8p@ech and Phenoménthe relation
between phenomenology and deconstruction has aleesis a complex one. In this little
book, which was one of the first examples of dettotive thought, Derrida went to the
heart of original philosophical phenomenology, tisaHusserl'd_ogical Investigations not
in order to criticize from an external position} o read Husserl's text so carefully and
meticulously — from within — that the unthought am$spoken features of it came to the fore.
Reading the first chapter of tihevestigationsDerrida problematizes the ‘essential
distinction’ (wesentliche Unterscheidunblusserl introduces between two modes of human
language: that aéxpressiorand ofindication® Both modes are determined by Husserl by the
measure in which they produpeesencepresence-to-selp¢ésence a spof the thinking
subject and presence of the object to this thinKiegrida traces the moments in Husserl’s
argument when thentanglemengVerflechtung between presence-to-self and absence that
decenters the self claims its place — whether eiiglior implicitly. He then conceptualizes
this entanglement aifference that is, as an uncontrollable difference-at-\idrtween the

auto-presence of meaning and sense Husserl isquged with, and its opposite, absence.

! See Derrida 1973.

% See Husserl 1984,

% The first mode is supported, according to Husssrexpressive signs, that coincide with the sense
(Bedeutunythey create and henpeesenthis sense: they creat@eesencey which the sign itself is absorbed.
The second mode is supported by indicative sidnag,'only’ suggest sense and hence do not create th
enveloping presence of sense brought about by ssipeesigns. See Husserl 1984, 3-66.

* Here Derrida uses the well-known neoldafifférance probably the key concept in the philosophy of
deconstruction (which can therefore be called arabaurrent within the ‘philosophy of differenciat came

up in France since the sixties with thinkers likeriida, Foucault, Deleuze, Lyotard, Nandyjfféranceis a
variation on the Frendtiifférenceindicating an active, verb-like meaning of the dioh dynamic differing of
difference is expressed in thgeplacing the. Furthermore, the double meaning of the Fretiffidgreris played
out here, that of differing and that of deferribgfférance always defers, postpones unity and piesedt keeps
the dynamic between presence and absence opemdecdided. See on this also my ‘Randgange der To&olo
Prolegomena einer “Theologie der Differenz” im Aasg von Derrida und Barth’, ideitschrift fur dialektische
Theologiel4-1, Fall 1998, 9-31.

Whenever the word ‘difference’ is used in the faling, this neologic meaning is referred to.
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This difference is the unspoken, unthought elenmephenomenology, challenging and
contaminating its preference for presence in tlealisvorld of expression — the world in
which the subject is one with itself by reducing tikalm of empirical objects (outside) to the
life of transcendental consciousness (inside).

Ultimately, by addressing this so-callpdenomenological reductipberrida
guestions the foundations of phenomenological thdmrt the unsettling impact of his book
consisted in the fact that he does this by respgéiusserl’s text and language to the limit,
taking it seriously on a microscopic level. Thesendations are questioned by showing that
the subject expressing itself can never achievenarediate and pure presence-to-itself in
which it would be one. On the contrary, the inseanef entanglement and Husserl’s
reflection on it in his text demonstrate that thiisabsorbing pursuit of the subject —\tsice
(voix) or itsspeechreducing and absorbimthenomena will always leave a remainder of
unfitting absence embarrassing us. This absencattmr non-presence, should be
understood as absence of meaning and sense (sedinmbn-sense) as well as absence of
unity within the subject — a unity constituting itanscendental ‘ego’ — and between subject
and object, that is, between the ‘I' and its vaxcethe one hand and the reality of phenomena
on the other. In fact, in the phenomenological s@iesm, the creation of sense —in
expression 4s the creation of this double unity.

So, deconstruction is neither against phenomenolugydoes it propagate it. In a
way, it merely confronts phenomenology with itsitinthe limit of expression and reduction
when facing absence. This ‘neither-nor’ makes étation between these two currents of and
approaches to thought, which have been immenstieirtial in 20"-century philosophy, art,

literature, and culture, a delicate one.

The work of Jean-Luc Nancy (b. 1940) follows théhpaf deconstructive analysis Derrida

has set out in many ways. His discussion of thepimenological tradition bears the marks of
what was at stake Bpeech and PhenomerNancy also observes and questions the
phenomenological tendency to think the constitutiod structure of meaning and sense as an
intentional act of the ego, which thereby consgistitself. Equally, to Nancy the idea that

this act can and will lead to the appearanedvouot [phainomaj in Greek, from which

® See for an instructive exploration into new paiisigs in the Husserl-reception, in which Derrida’
deconstruction of Husserl Bpeech and Phenomeplays a clear role, Rudolf Bernet, ‘Husserl’s Theof
Signs Revisited’, in Sokolowski 1988, 1-24.

® See e.g. Nancy 2000, 200 n53.
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‘phenomenon’ is derived) of a full, pure, immediated, in Husserl’s words ‘original’
presence, should be deconstructed to the extdosiofj its self-evidence. Nancy also joins
Derrida in an attempt to demonstrate how phenonogiyoin its strict methodological and
egological Husserlian form, in its existential, eggdical Heideggerian form and in its
postwar developments in for instance Sartre’s, ®Ics or Levinas’s work, ‘touches upon its
own limit and transgresses this’ time and agaimn@y 2000, 200 n 53) This limit is reached
in the difference between presence and absen@grasga points out, but also, Nancy adds,
in the difference between the ‘I' and the otherthie co-existence in time and space, touched
upon by Husserl in th€artesian Meditation$ The emphasis in Nancy’s discussion of
phenomenology lies on the structural analysispfed certain wonder and fascination, of this
limit — an analysisn andwith the phenomenological traditions rather tlag@ainstthem.

The same problem of presence and absence, ahd difterence deregulating their
dualism, is formulated by Derrida (especially is kiter worR) and Nancy, when they enter
the fields of the philosophy oéligion and oftheology The strange and in a way impossible
status of God — as concept, as name, as figuexpasience — and of the divine, in short of
what is called the transcendent or transcendesckscussed here: how can God be without
being, be present without presence? And how camttm-God be the figuration of the divine,
of the transcendent, unless these two are lefbtepresence as well? Already@f Divine
Places(1991;Des lieux divins1987) Nancy seeks an answer to this questionllyniing a
historical line: the line of the complex developmehWestern and modern culture, going
back all the way to its Jewish and Greek/Latin spuita Christianity and modern
Enlightenment to our so-called ‘postmodern’ tinreNlancy’s work the question of the (non-
)presence of God does not receive an essentiasipbnse (telling us something about the
presence, however outstanding, however transcemdlibging), but a historical one: how and
why have the gods, has God disappeared, and howlandoes he persist lingering on in our
societies, our livesgs the disappeared?

" See again Nancy 2000, 200 n 53; here Nancy redehe paragraphs 55-58 of Husse@artesianische
Meditationen Den Haag: Martinus Nijhoff 1950.

8 See e.g. Yvonne Sherwood, Kevin Hart (ed3exrida and Religion: Other Testamentondon and New
York: Routledge 2005. See also the useful volunditee by John D. Caputo, Mark Dooley and Michael J.
ScanlonQuestioning GodBloomington/Indianapolis: Indiana University Pse&$01; and John D. Caputo,
Michael J. Scanlon (eds@od, the Gift and PostmodernisBloomington/Indianapolis: Indiana University
Press 1999. These are just two examples of an iser@may of publications and literature that canterthe
last 10 to 15 years, in particular in the anglopbavorld. Derrida’s later work is quite a centralusce in this
literature.
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‘The gods went away long ago’, said Cercidas of degpolis, in the third century

B.C. Our history thus began with their departurel perhaps even after their
departure — or else, when we stopped knowing there wresent. They cannot return
in that history — and ‘to return’ has no senseidetsf that history. But where the gods
are — and according as they are, whatever themqiresabsent mode of their existence
— our history is suspended. (Nancy 1991, 145)

The emphasis on this history of the West and akent phase, that of modern culture, being
threatened by its ‘suspension’ by a place ‘wheeegibds are’, where God is — without
presence, and yet... — is also crucial in Nancycalidiscussion of the so-called

‘theological turn in phenomenology’. Furthermotasthistorical accent is the basis of his

inquiries into what he calls thrdeconstruction of Christianity_et us see in what way.

2. Nancy and the ‘theological turn in phenomenology

The protagonists of the theological turn in phenoohegy, as studied elaborately in other
contributions to this issue, share with the deqoietive approach in philosophy an interest in
what they see as phenomenology’s blind spots. Bytliey designate (1) the ‘unapparémtt
‘non-appearing’, or in Derrida’s and Nancy’s terraBsence, as opposed to or as a
‘remainder’ of the apparent, the appearing, togmes; and (2) the other person, the others
(the community, society) as well as the Other ahscendence, of God, all of whom are
tacitly marginalized or even negated by phenomegyopreoccupation with the ego and its
presence-to-self. This double criticism refers bckieidegger’s early reservations with
regard to his teacher, HusserlBaing and Timgorig. 1927), where Heidegger proposes a
distinction between beinglés Seiendeas analyzed by phenomenology, and Be®gn

which he thought as the condition of, and congtaetruption into, being and beingSeinis
never reducible to presence. In a parallel waydeihich opens itself onto Being —
Heidegger calls the existence of this bddagein— is never reducible to presence-to-self: it is

not even a ‘subject’ in the classical sense, axiatates (Nancy 2000, 14). Both to those

° The suggestion of a ‘phenomenology of the non-spawas introduced by Heidegger in 1973, in the
Zahringen seminars. It was adopted more or leskebyg-Luc Marion, Jean-Louis Chrétien, and in aeckfit
way by Emmanuel Levinas — the latter’s criticalodission with phenomenology and his claim that
phenomenology would exclude the non-apparent asthter’ date from well before 1973, see histality and
Infinity: An Essay on ExteriorityPittsburg: Duguesne University Press 2003 (dri¢$1). See on the ‘history’ of
this phenomenology of the non-apparent Dominiquécaad in Janicaud et al. 2000, 28-34.
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thinkers in favour of a ‘turn in phenomenology’ aoderrida and Nancy this so-called
ontological difference is an important startingrg@nd, in a way, a legacy from which they
live.

So Nancy and those advocating the ‘turn’ do nsagliee as to this turn itself. They
are focused on a turn within phenomenology, briggitoward and maybe even outside its
limits; they do not attempt to ‘overturn’ phenoméagy. However, Nancy disagrees on a
fundamental and methodological level on the issawe to treat théheologicalin that turn.

For the thinkers of the turn the non-apparent Wwinahe key feature of the
other/Other, of transcendence and ultimately of ,Gbduld be treated as a belonging to the
realm of phenomenality. This ‘appearing of the mpparent’, in a phenomenal mode, is not
of the order of the simple presence of things,itshould be thought as an event, an act of
giving: donation. By giving itself and by giving whattrsen ‘given’ for us (the world of
presence, of things), it invests itself into thepdmenal world without giving up its
transcendence, its absoluteness and irreducildititthe end, rethinking the non-apparent, the
remainder of absence, rethinking transcendencdesare of phenomenality boils down to
rethinking thereligiousas a feature of phenomenality: the thinkers ottine attempt to
rehabilitate religion, and religious experience arakcticeasa category of phenomena:
creation, incarnation, salvation, but also ritUéds prayer or confession, are all re-
phenomenalized in this way. Marion, for instanémsato ‘examine (...) the
phenomenological figure of philosophy and the dmbsi it keeps in store for God.” (Marion
2008, 284)

According to Nancy, bringing up the question of ttem-apparent — of God, of the
gods, of the divine — can never end in a recoriimlia however subtle its form, with
phenomena. Absence can never stop being the lgwtcb$ presence, of phenomenality, and
thus of phenomenology. In other words, phenomeryodag not be ‘improved’ or
‘completed’ by making it theological, by adding Gldeos to its field of inquiry or at least
to its language or vocabulary. For Nancy one cdy logate God and point at His ‘place’ or
‘places’, by looking at the dynamic difference beem absence and presence, as formulated
by Derrida inSpeech and Phenomeniis difference is thought by Nanaga place, dieu
divin, a place as the dynamic in-between presence ashed. It is the place ‘where the gods

are — and according as they are, whatever themqdres@absent mode of their existence
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(...)."*2 (Nancy 1991, 145) The question of God, Nancy staseno longer one of being or
appearing’. (Nancy 2008, 111) The logic of beimqgpearing, of phenomenality, should be
challenged by a ‘dynamic of passing’ and of the rantrand momentary. Below | will
investigate further the possible meanings of sudiremic in which absence and presence
are constantly entangled, in which God ‘is’ onlypassing’: passing by and passing on or
even away, seen as two modes of one and the samentid

The inclination toward a re-presentation of the-apparent by the thinkers of the turn
also bears the characteristics of a rehabilitadforeligion in a secular age. One may even
speak of an apologetic tone here, where (aspecidaism (Levinas) or Christianity (Henry,
Marion, Chrétien) are revitalized and defended rmgjanodernity’s negation or suppression.
The corollary of the attempt to re-introduce radiginto a modern context, that is, to re-
introduce absence into presence, bringing the ppas@nt towards a new state of appearing,
is the attempt to defend something which was ‘Ibst’ has to be found again. It is the
inevitable second nature of any ‘turn’, let alonéhaological’ one, to be apologetic in its
self-legitimation as well as restorative in its giree.

By contrast, the path Nancy aims to set out andresita completely different one. It
is a path that combines critical-philosophical witktorical methods, in order to explore the
way religion and secularism, theism and atheisnstifeentangled in our time. Not a re-
presentation and re-phenomenalization of religgfrGod, is necessary, but an understanding
how, why and to what extent religion, God are §tilesent’ — albeit, maybasabsence — in
our secular societies and lives. Concentratindherdbminant religion in the West,
Christianity, Nancy introduces in the last decafihe previous century a project of studies
around thedeconstruction of ChristianityVe will have to take a closer look now at what
such a path of explorations involves. But let meatede so far that the deconstructive
approach to the non-apparent differs fundamentadiy that of the thinkers of the turn (1) in
its being non-apologetic and non-restorative wathard to religion, because it starts from a
problematization of the — typically modern, thatasnantic — desire to defend and protect
what would be ‘lost’ and possibly to restore tliy), in its focus on the complex difference-at-
work between religion and secularism, or religiod atheism, a difference that can be
termedentanglemenandcomplicitybetween these two, (3) in its hypothesis that this

19 See also above, section 1, for the full quotation.

™ In the text quoted from, ‘On a Divindink, in Nancy 2008, 104-120, Nancy compares this mumé
passing to a wink of the eye. For an analysisisfribh and fundamental chapter@f-Enclosure see also
several contributions to Alexandrova et al. 20@8t(fcoming).
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entanglement is essentially one between (the mgamd experience of, the rituality around)
presence and absence in modern culfu¢d) in its conviction that the philosophy andtbig
of culture must join, support, complete and maylendurn around phenomenology when
dealing with the difficult task of determining whestactly would be ‘left’ of the ‘theological’

in our time.
3. The deconstruction of Christiarfity

So, for the time being, let us leave phenomen#dityvhat it is worth, and fix our attention on
history* One of the most remarkable features of the mogleriod in Western history is its
relation to religion. On the one hand, modern timesrightly defined as those in which the
‘end of religion’ has taken place: or more pregistte end of Christian dominance on the
cultural, social and political scene of Europenigans of the church and the clergy. From the
15" century, modernity destroyed the foundations efrtiedieval, feudal society, and, on the
tabula rasathat ensued, it constituted itself as ‘new woddNeuzeit a world for humans

and their sciences and arts, a world of publigaisiin, tolerance and democracy. In the first
phase of this new world, religion was effectivelgnginalized and transformed into private
business: a logical counter-solution to the traimaligious wars of the 16and 17’

century.

Modernity thus defines itself as secularizatiod as the critique of religion — brought
to its summit in Marxism and in the communist sgse- but also as freedom of the
individual and hence private religioHumanismthe name that gradually was invented for
this disposition of public critique, marginalizatiof religion and freedom in the private
realm, could only choose as its new foundatiorhili@an person as an autonomous,
individual self. As a consequence, humanity propés own ground. There is no external
force — like the medieval God-in-Christ and hiseggltes: Maria, the saints, the pope — who

can ground us; we, moderns, have to ground ourselve

20r to put this in slogan-form: We need not fight &bsence: if necessary at all, absence will fighitself...
13 See for an introduction into Nancy’s deconstructidrChristianity also a ‘dossier’ of articles Bijdragen
International Journal for Philosophy and Theolodgrthcoming Fall 2008, esp. Ignaas Devisch, Awga
Rooden, ‘Deconstruction, Dis-enclosure and Chridtiya Introduction’, and Laurens ten Kate, ‘Outside
Inside out: Notes on the Retreating God in NanBgsonstruction of Christianity’.

14 parts of the following analyses in this sectiom areworked version of my ‘Heilig heidendom. Oster
complexe relatie tussen humanisme en christendarbuyndam et al. 2005, 143-160.
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On the other hand, Christianity has rather easifpéed itself to its new marginal role.
It has not disappeared at all after the ‘end ofji@h’. Whereas other elements of medieval
life, like the nobility, the feudal economy and thitical power of the clergy, slowly
vanished away to make place, in th& t@ntury, for the free market and a bourgeois-ruled
society, Christianity lingered on and inventedone persistance. This religion seems to have
survived the death of its God.

Religion against religion (1): a hypothesis
Starting from this peculiar combination of deatld aarvival, Nancy’s hypothesis, formulated
tentatively in his entire work and more systemdlyda his recenDis-Enclosure: The
Deconstruction of Christianit{2008), is the following. The modern rejectiorreligion —
considered as something that hinders humanisnddregprogress and emancipation — is
intimately related to and a continuation of a reg@cthat the Jewish and Christian traditions
carried in themselves from the outset: the rejaatibreligion. This process of self-rejection
has been analyzed by Marcel Gauchet by depictidgiSon and Christianity as ‘religions of
the retreat from religion*>, or as Nancy puts it, as religions that are cotatkeclosely with
atheism.

The only Christianity that can be actual is oné tomtemplates the present possibility

of its negation. (...) The only thing that can beuatis an atheism that contemplates

the reality of its Christian origins. (Nancy 2008,0)
In particular Christianity, with its emphatic naive of the suffering and death of God-in-
Christ, abolishes religion only to let this abotisént reappear as the nucleus of religion, to be
performed by the believers again and again in tioharist. Judaism and Christianity share a
complex origin — or a plurality of origins — in vahi natural religion and spontaneous
religiosity, embedded in a polytheistic universsema to play only a minor role. Judaism and
Christianity attempt to break away from the humaatural’ need for the polytheistic gods,
who — if treated respectfully by bringing them $é@es regularly — are experienced to be

beneficial and salutary for human life: in this waymans are dependent on the gods and as

15+La religion de la sortie de la religion.” See @hat 1985, esp. 133-232.



© Journal Sophia Springer Science + Business Media B.V. 2008. Pabtsn:Sophia
(2008) 47, 327-343.

such subjected to thetiWith this rupture from natural religion tlesodus a key theme in
the Jewish and Christian narratives, is first asr@rmhost an exodus out of religion proper.

If one pursues this hypothesis to its radical egngnces, one would qualify
Christianity and its Jewish roots as the inventanodernity instead of its enemy, and
modernity as the achievement, fulfillment and ratimation of Christianity, at a moment in
history — decline of the medieval societies in Ba,aRenaissance, Reformation, rise of early

capitalism, development of the sciences etc. — vthisrbecame historically possible.

Questioning the model of secular emancipation

Nevertheless humanism as described above, in itais&ance and modern form, is often
defined as an emancipation out of the ChristianBre important 28 century thinkers of
modern secularization, Karl Lowith and Hans Blumengh have both tried to demonstrate the
uselessness of this model of emancipatiofhey do this from quite different perspectives.
Both philosophers state that modernity cannot lzkerstood if one thinks it primarily as a
historical negation and liberation from a previgesiod. The uniqueness and proper, ‘new’
character of th&leuzeitdisappears out of sight if one considers it osladistory of
secularization and emancipation.

Blumenberg wants to determine this unique ‘legiiilyi of modernity by
disconnecting it radically from the Christian €rapdern’ consists of a series of historical
processes that cannot be reduced to the Chrigligaty, nor to the protest or resistance
against it. Léwith, on the contrary, sees the daugy of modernity in its being a unique,
secularized continuation of Christianity. Micheld€ault defends a similar position when he
points out how the modern way to treat and expedesexuality has been stamped by the
Christian experience of shame and guilt, whichgfams sexuality into a scene of limitation

and transgressiof.

16 Compare the concrete gods of rain and fertilitysim of nature, criticized and fought in the stefTenach
(the Jewish bible) in favour of the nameless, alostintangible Jehova, who does not tolerate agbds next to
Him — although these stories also describe the insmattraction the gods of nature have on the pexfgkrael.
" See for Lowith’s position e.gVeltgeschichte und Heilsgeschehen. Die theologisbloeaussetzungen der
Geschichtsphilosophié&tuttgart: Kohlhammer 1958ermanence and Change: Lectures on the Philosophy o
History, Cape Town SA: Haum 196&hristentum und Geschicht®iisseldorf; Padogischer Verlag Schwann
1955. For Blumenberg’s position see above alllhis Legitimacy of the Modern Ageambridge Mass.: MIT
1983 (orig. 1966).

18 See Michel Foucaulfhe History of Sexualitywol. I, New York: Pantheon Books 1978 (orig. 197%6d more
specifically his groundbreaking article on the wofkGeorges Bataille, ‘Préface a la transgressioritjichel
FoucaultDits et écrits(D. Defert, F. Ewald, eds.), vol. |, 233-250, e3p3-235.

10
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Nancy clearly takes the same starting point als Barman thinkers, that of a critique
of the emancipatory model. Then, not unexpectddhjpins Lowith’s position, without
mentioning his work explicitly. As he suggests, tharginalization and dissolution of
Christianity is far too easily

assumed to be the effect of the modern transibamtd a rationalized, secularized,

and materialized society. So it is said, but withmaving any idea why that society

has become what it is... unless that is becausesituraed away from Christianity,
which merely repeats the problem, since the defireedthereby been placed within

the definition. (Nancy 2008, 143)

Peter Sloterdijk pursues a similar critique of thedel of emancipation. He states that
modernity cannot be thought without taking its Gtiain bedding into consideration. He even
takes one normative step further. Modern humand pesective ‘spheres’ they can
experience as virtual but nonetheless very meanliagid reassuring ‘spaces’ that distinguish
them from, and immunize them against, the infirsfggceless, fragmentary world they have
to live in: the globe called Earth. Religion, arattgcularly Christianity, has invented and
offered numerous ‘tools’ to form these temporaryesps. However, according to Sloterdijk,
in a certain phase of its history, that is, in$lbolastic period in late-medieval theology and
doctrine, the Christian religion has detachedfifsem this vital role*®

Both Sloterdijk and Nancy share in their method approach a search for the
unthoughtandunexpectedh Christianity, or rather, in the relation betweandernity and
Christianity. Only an inquiry into such a ‘remaimde Christianity can open up the rigid
antagonism of Christianity and modern humanisnthis sense, in the focus on the
unthought, both thinkers’ analyses fall into thalme of deconstruction. The ‘turn’ these
thinkers advocate and exercise is not so muchadgieal turn — which would leave
theology and its traditions more or less intaatytivould ‘return’, ‘re-appear’ as they were —
but rather a turim theology and in religious studies in general. Saithrn looks for what

may contaminate theology from within, exploring thetheological’ in theology.

Addressing the unthought in Christianity

19 See Sloterdijk 1998, ch. 8 and 1999, Introductiod eh. 5. In my view, a critical account of Slotgcs
proclamation of a certain decline of Christianyards the end of the Middle Ages would certairdy b
necessary, despite the admirable and innovativigsa®of thechristliche Erbe(Christian legacy) he offers. See
on this my ‘Zwischen Immunitat und Infinitat. DertOn Peter Sloterdijks Spharologie, im Hinblickf agine
Durchdenkung der christlichen Erbe’, in Koenraadndksoet, Sjoerd van Tuinen (ed®gter Sloterdijk zum
60ten GeburtstagMiinchen: Fink Verlag, forthcoming Spring 2009.

11
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In a conversation with the German magaziredtre InternationalNancy is requested to
describe his project of a deconstruction of Charsty. It is, he says, the inquiry into
‘something’ etwag in Christianity that would have ‘made it possibleut that, at the same
time would be the ‘unthought’ of Christianity: thatto say, somethinigp Christianity that at
the same time ‘is not Christianity proper’ and ‘hast mingled with it’. (Nancy 2002, 76)
What could this remarkable feature of Christiargy, that Nancy locates simultaneously
within and beyond, inside and outside this religias if this beyond belongs to Christianity in
the form of what does not and can never belontfto i

Then, in the next sentence, Nancy adds that theought of Christianity should be
understood as something that can only be discéméd ‘coming’ (m Kommeh?° So, the
deconstruction of Christianity involves a focus taro structures of thought: firstly, that of
inside versus outside, and secondly, that of beingpresence versus coming. In the
complexity of Nancy’s approach to these classiacstires, one immediately perceives that
both are deconstructed themselves, to the extentthiey lose their oppositional rigor; the
outsidé is something contaminating the insilem within and on the other hand the inside
can only be understood as something opening iteglirds an outside described as its
condition oéglich mache)3? and its movemeniri Kommeh Surely, this complex and open
structure of the unthought neither coincides withri€ianity’s avowed ‘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 rightnfirds nucleus.

However, this unthought inside and outside Chng#lya as Nancy thinks it, is not the
hidden essence of the Christian religion leadingnévally to its fulfilment in time, but refers
to its exhaustion(Nancy 2008, e.g. 79 It is not of the order of an origin or of a destiion,
but belongs to a logic of self-undermining or, aanby puts it elsewhere, of its ‘self-
surpassing’. (Nancy 2008, 141) In turn, this logarallels the logic of what Nancy describes

2 Nancy 2002, 76: ‘...was das Christentum mdglich gdrhhat (und mit ihm das, was die gesamten
abendlandischen Zivilisation strukturiert hat), vedxer gleichzeitig nicht das Christentum selberewiird sich
nicht mit ihm vermischt hatte — etwas, was das noctKommen begriffene Ungedachte des Christentuetiss
ware.” My transl., also later quotations.

2 Outside Christianity in the sense Nancy formulittésee note 20): ‘that what has not mingled vifith and |
would add: what can never mingle with it accordiog logic of presence.

22 One should speak here of a continuous ‘openimpss$ibility’, of an active and dynamic ‘making pit®s’, in
other words, of a beginning or starting point thaigins time and again’, rather than of a stablk @me-existent
‘condition’. Considered this way, the ‘conditiois part of the movemenKémmen instead of preceding it; it is
an unconditional condition..

% The French terms used by Nancyiis-Enclosureareépuisemenand espexhaustion
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as the ‘entire structure of Western civilizatioabéndlandische ZivilisatignNancy 2002,
76)* both Christianity and Western culture as a whasle characterized by a dynamic of
self-exhaustion, which according to Nancy achietgegadical form in modern, secular times.
In this sense, Christianity’s unthought which ke&msning’ to andfrom it, makes us aware
of its close interwovenness with modernity — awargs being a modern religion.

Hence, the philosophical project of a deconstrictod Christianity has two key
objects of investigation: first of all the unthougdf Christianity and its complex structure,
and next the ways in which this unthought questitiies relation already discussed above

between Christianity and secular modernity.

Religion against religion (2): the (auto)deconstiion of Christianity

In a key paragraph ihhe Sense of the Wor(ti997, 54-58) Nancy relates this modern
unthought of Christianity with thend of premoderghristianity. He defines a deconstruction
of Christianity as a project unmasking and intetingpthe Christian experience of sense, so
that a new insight in the way sense ‘works’ in nrodg becomes possible. Whereas the
Christian-medieval era, according to Nancy, reaksense ultimately outside this life (the
afterlife), outside this world (the Kingdom), andtside history (theschatonthe ‘Last

Day’), modern secular culture has no option buwffom sensen andof this world. This
commitment to the here and now is modernity’s ttealnd challenge. Sense is being
disconnected from its non-worldly Giver, and isispletherewithout the gift of a
transcendent Giver. Here the deconstruction ofsfinity seems primarily directed towards
clearing up the Christian veils that would blockeav, modern understanding of sense. In the
same paragraph Nancy speaks of an ‘abandonmeruiitbturn’ of everything that is
present in the Christ figure: that is, of ‘all hyasis of sense’. (Nancy 1997, n. 50)

In the same paragraph ®he Sense of the Worldancy warns his readers that a
deconstruction of Christianity is ‘something otliban a critique or a demolition’. (Nancy
1997, n. 50) The end of Christianity and of its ex@nce of sense is presemtChristianity,
before and after its medieval phase of dominanak glary. As a consequence, a simple
opposition between modernity and Christianity — itéer’'s end being the beginning of the
former — would become pointless. It would be mocetiwvhile to explore the ways in which

Christianity bears its own end within itself — amdethat marks a never-ending beginning.

24 see also note 20.
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This ambivalence is expressed, for example, in wiag Christianity oscillates from its
medieval to its modern phase between an affirmaifogense outside and of sense inside the
world. The life of the Christian receives a poweéftufilment as a form of care for oneself in
the here and now and as responsibility for theheart for example Augustine teaches in his
Confessionsaind Erasmus in hisnchiridion, but an equally forceful fulfilment is found ineh
longing for a life and sense outside the self amdide this world, as has been evoked by the
chiliast movements, by numerous mystical traditionby early modern puritanism.

But how to connect the philosophical announceméttieend of Christianity of the
end of its experience of sensewith the philosophical announcement of the untlmbug
Christianity that is still coming and more importignhas always been coming? How to read
the end as something never-ending? In order to cmmerms with these questions and
prepare for possible answers, we need to turn tbemteon to the Christiasod 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.

The deconstruction of Christianity can be descriaedhe 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 Christity’'s autodeconstructionas its basic
characteristic.

This ambivalence consists in the fact that the €Zilam religion has itself, and from its
very beginning- a beginning that should be traced back beyonté¢iganing of Christianity,
in its Jewish and Greek rootsa double relation to the possibility, or ratherthe 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 withhridt and his flesh and blood; here, no
outside is necessary, for the outside is insidee RuChrist, there is a sense in which the
unthought, the unheard of which is ‘in comingh(Kommei is always already there. On the
other hand, Christianity remains totally devotedhe experience of a sense that is not of this
world and transcends time and history: God’s helgvkmgdom is only one of the relevant
metaphors here. In this second sense, the outsisie iadically transcendent that no relation
to it is possible: only an experience of distancd af waiting remains. In sum, the Christian
God is ‘so close and yet so far’.
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In a parallel way the Christian concept of the&rousig of Christ's appearance and
subsequent presence in the world, with and amonghasild be read with a double meaning,
which would also be consistent with its traditionale. Christ'sparousiarefers to both his
presence in the world, close to us, and his conpiregence — his presenas coming —
outside the world, that is, when he will finallyoglously return at the end of time. The first
meaning ofparousiais usually associated with the story and symbolafnthe Cross, the
second with the apocalyptic images and visions edol the last book of the New
Testament. But a doublparousia can never be a full presence. Nancy rightly, if
unorthodoxly, points out thagarousiashould be thought in its literal meaning of a prese
that falls short of being present: of a presermesi§) that remains close but at a distance.
God'spresence in Christ is a presenceaifeat™ the retreat from being as the only possible
‘mode’ of being. (Nancy 2002, 80)

As is abundantly clear from the first chapter®f-Enclosuré®, Nancy defends an
understanding of Christianity that problematizesdpposition of religion and atheism.
Christianityis an atheism, Nancy attempts to demonstrate, beaaitse fundamental retreat
from religion is present and active. Why? Surelthtsides, both extremes of the double bind
explored above, lead toward this retreat. The oootis deregulation of the inside-outside
scheme, of the dualism of an inner-worldly and a-norldly sense, results in a religion that
first of all enacts the death of God: the Christizod dies in the intimacy of his becoming
human in Christ, as well as in the infinite distamd his absence. The retreat involves both
proximity anddistance. In other wordbecauseChristianity cannot choose between a present
God and an absent God, this religion challengegdiee of a religion proper. In the next

section we will further explore the complexitiestiois God.
4. Christianity and Modernity entangled: explorfiegtures of the Christian doctrine of God

The distant God...

% The double meaning of this term should be keptaligtreat as withdrawal, and as dealing with fitngg
something/someoregain(re-), in other words: re-addressing. It indicadsrning away as well as a turning
towards. The French wordtrait contains the same contradictory meanings; howévéne German
Auszug/Entzuthe second meaning is lost. A similar structuréhofight is visible in other concepts and pairs of
concept dealt with above: presence-absence, imsithide, passing by, passing on. It differentialand not a
dychotomic or dualist structure, since what inter®sancy in every case is what ‘happens’ between th
opposites, disrupting or undermining their beingaged to one another alltogether.

% See Nancy 2008, in particul#theism and Monotheism’, 14-28, and ‘A Deconstiontof Monotheism’, 29-
41.
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The Jewish concept of a monotheistic God, continnéghristianity, implies a maximum
distance between heaven and earth, between Gdouamahs. It breaks with the proximity of
the gods in a polytheistic world. The opening @& Tren Commandments in the book of
Exodus reads:

Then God spoke all these words, saying: ‘I am thel lyour God, who brought you

out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of sigv&ou shall have no other gods

before Me. You shall not make for yourself an idol)’.?’
These famous words mean first of all: there argaus, and I, your God, the God-who-is-not,
am the name and narrative figuration of this ‘them@no gods’ — the gods you, my people
and |, your God, we have left behind in ‘Egypttland of slavery when you were still
serving idols.

The basic experience resonating in this self-proat#gon of the monotheistic God is
one of embarassment with the gods. If one hasdakspbout God, if one has to ‘have’ a God,
then let it at least be a God who ‘is’ not in theywhumans, animals and things ‘are’: let it be
a God who properly may not be in order to ‘be’.hslagh the Christian church has made so
many attempts to reformulate, reinstall and re-appate the presence of God, doing away
with the paradox, the latter is formulated regylamhd kept alive in all phases of Jewish-
Christian history: infenachand in the Gospels, and for instance in the hiddsttions of
medieval ‘negative theology'. In (post)modern tinoe® can find the echoes of this paradox
wherever in philosophy and theology the relatiotwieen modernity and Christianity is
problematized: from Spinoza, Pascal via Kierkegaad Nietzsche, Otto, Heidegger and
Bataille to Taylof®, Derrida and Nanc$’

In modern thought, for example in Nietzsche’s wakle critique of religion parallels
the revaluation and reinvention of religion. Onea@gipates oneself from the Christian God
only to discover that this God has emancipated difrisom Himself long ago. In
Nietzsche’s texts the aversiandattraction to this God come together. The footlmn

2" Exodus 20: 1-4. Transl. The Open Bible, Nashvillmhden/New York: Th. Nelson 1977.

% See Charles Taylor, ‘Ein Ort fiir die TranszendgrinAnformation Philosophigune 2003-2, 7-16, 8: here Taylor
states that the forces behind what Max Weber oaltedcthe disenchantmerirftzauberunpof the world (that is, a
world that has put God at great distance) ‘havegdbeen the Jewish and then the Christian traditiio his Sources
of the Self: The Making of the Modern Ident@®ambridge Mass.: Harvard University Press 198§|dr offers a large
scale elaboration of this idea.

2 See on the recent interest in and rephrasingegstive mysticism in (post)modern times lise N.Hzx)

Laurens ten Kate (edsBlight of the Gods: Philosophical Perspectives amyative TheologyNew York:

Fordham University Press 2000. Some protagonistseotheological turn in phenomenology, like Maribave

also showed substantial interest in these tradifisee e.g. Jean-Luc Marigdpd without Being: Hors-Texte
Chicago: University of Chicago Press 1991 (orig81)9

16



© Journal Sophia Springer Science + Business Media B.V. 2008. Pabtsn:Sophia
(2008) 47, 327-343.

market place from the well-known fragment 1257k Gay Scienc 882) does two things
simultaneously; most interpretations miss this amlence of his act. The fool not only
proclaims the death of God — ‘We all have killearliyou and me. We all are His
murderers...” — but at the same time he keeps as&mand about the God who would have
provoked his own assassination — ‘Who gave usgbage to wipe away the entire horizon?’
(...) ‘Do not we feel the breath of emptiness in nack?’ (...) ‘Who will wipe the blood

from our hands?*°

... and the intimate God...

However, the God who does not want to ‘be’ is @lsGod who wants to become human.
God who is far away, intangible, indeed abserdf the same time the God who is closer than
close, the intimate fellow-sufferer of humans.

The remarkable founding narrative of Christianibgt of God’s incarnation into
human flesh, or in Paul’'s terms, that of Kemosigthe emptying Himself) of the Father into
the Son, has no real parallels in other religidmss Christian deregulation of the classical,
hierarchic relation between God and humanity i&at athanatographywithout end: God
dies as God in order to live again as human; thmdn being, Christ, then dies the humblest
of deaths on the cross only to live again as Gud{tss God is only Godasthe crucified
God; hence, this strange God can never be a ‘nbfaeal again, since He can only be
worshipped as the One who has humiliated Himselfgawen up his divinity. Death of God,
death of man: both these events structure Christjgrecisely in their endless repetition.

In this context Nancy speaks of the ambivalenaa@Christian concept and
experience ofevelation Both structuring events — death of God, deatmah — preclude the
imagination of a clear-cut, assignable and uneaalevelation of transcendence within the
immanent world, formulated and set down in a sategtland in testimonies of believers. The
God who wants to get rid of God reveals Himselfyaad emptiness, as ‘the Open as such’
(Nancy 2008, 148). This would mean that in Christiarevelation has no subject or object; it
refers to something or someone which/who always coaye but never ‘is ther&'— despite
the innumerable concrete experiences of God anithtieis’entions claimed by Christians

throughout the ages.

% Friedrich NietzscheDie fréhliche Wissenschaft882/1885, fr. 125, second paragraph. My transl.
3L Cf. Richard KearneyThe God Who May Be: The Hermeneutics of Religddmomington/Indianapolis:
Indiana University Press 2002.
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... The idea of Christian revelation is that, in timel gnothing is revealedothing but
the end of revelation itself (...). Yet to revealmag is not a negative proposition. It
is, rather, the Hegelian proposition that the reaak#s properly that God is the
revealable: what is revealed is the revealableQgpen as such. It is on that sharp
point that Christianity breaks and reveals itselbé what Nietzsche has termed
nihilism. (Nancy 2008, 147-148)
So, ultimately, following Nancy'’s line of thoughigvelation reveals only the possibility of
revelation. As soon as a ‘something’ or ‘'someoresis to take the place of this possibility,
and fill it with presence, both structuring eveothristianity (death of God, death of man)
frustrate the desire.

...and what about phenomenology?

Christianity’s undecidable shifting between a de#tlbod and a death of man, that is,
between radical distance and closest intimacyeswat deconstructive analysis of this constant
instability — in which Christianity, as | statedoste, first of all deconstrucisself infinitely. It
does not invite a ‘phenomenology of the non-appareat a ‘phenomenology’ of the
constaneconomyor negociatiori?, of the dynamic difference between the apparedtiaa
non-apparent. But since this difference-at-wortarsrom a ‘phenomenon’, one cannot speak

of a phenomenology of this difference in the progense.

The kenotic God
From a similar ‘unthought’ perspective Nancy traaes Christian-Pauline doctrine of kenosis.
‘Kenosis means that God empties Him$&knd abandons His divinity, in order to enter
humanity.” (Nancy 2002, 78) This death is immedjat®ntinued in the death of the human
being into whom God had entered. Hence, it is nohach a question of God becoming
human, but ‘the divine in man becomes a dimensfarteeat, of absence, indeed of death.’
(Nancy 2002, 78)

At least Christianity brings to light, right frorhis very first dogma, in a profound

way the atheistic dimension as the retreat of Glmd.simply the retreat of God in the

%2 These terms are Derrida’s, see e.gWMiiing and DifferenceChicago: University of Chicago Press 1978
(orig. 1967).
% The Greelkenosmeans ‘empty’.
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face of humanity, but God'’s retreat in as far asodens up in humans this dimension
of retreat proper.” (Nancy 2002, 78)
Christianity is rephrased here as a religion tsiafiting from a rather amazing narrative and —
later — dogmatic structure, that of kenosis andiination, looks for Goth humans, only to

withdraw humans from themselves.

5. Conclusion — an afterthought

The deconstruction of Christianity is a deconstarcof the relation between Christianity and
modernity; it develops the idea that this opposisbould actually be rethought as a complex,
and certainly not harmonious entanglement. Thiaregiement receives a more fundamental
meaning in a second entanglement: that of distandgroximity, abstraction and intimacy,
whenever the relation between God and humans ecoed. It is this structure of distarine
proximity and vice versa, that marks the unthougdrhainder’ of Christianity. Could it be

that this remainder also structures the seculangmist and atheist traditions of modern
culture? Such an interrogation may well help usifgléhe complexities and ambiguities of
modernity. Surely it will help us to understand gegsistance of religion in our era, and in
particular its challenging and often painful ‘retlonto the socio-political scene of the®21

century.
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