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Econokenosis

Three Meanings of Kenosis in ‘Post-modern’ Thought
On Derrida, with references to Vattimo and Barth

Laurens ten Kate

1. Rescuing Religion...

Religion, the religious, the sacred, transcendesiefuality: these classic, complex and
diffuse concepts are back on the philosophical dgeso it appears. The various philosophies
of difference and of deconstruction in particulavolved as they are in radically calling into
guestion the discourse of modern humanism, hawaextea renewed interest in religion on a
fundamental and on a practical level: an intemresihé philosophical meaning of religion, as
well as in the concrete and tangible ‘turn’ togedus experiences and practices in post-
modern culture. This growing philosophical interest be detected on both sides of the
Atlantic, whether philosophers are attempting tssess or restate the Western legacy of —
predominantly Christian — traditions and institaBpor conversely try to ‘invent’ new,
‘secular’, and adventurous concepts and approaochedigion. | will not examine the issue of
the increasing philosophical popularity of religiany further here, except for making one
key observation that seems very relevant to meigndontext.

Among contemporary philosophers who have, in mafigrént ways, turned to the
study of religion, one often finds an interestisgdency: the tendency tescuereligion,
however minimal or reticent this rescue operatioghtnbe. They try teavesomething of/in
religion that should be kept ‘safe’ in their viemiin the immense criticism that religion has
been subjected to in modern thinking, with whicytlotherwise — apart from this small
remainder to be saved, this ‘rest’ as some of thleaas in question call it — fully agree. My
hypothesis is that this saving-something-of/ingiein usually follows the ambivalent
structure and discourse lkénosis

2. ...By Rescuing Kenosis: Distance over against Proyimit

Kenosis can be described as one of the key natihat®voke the complex relationship
between God and humanity, between transcendencenamahence, between the sacred and
the profane, between the Other and the Seifshort, theeligiousrelationship, or the

specific and enigmatic relationship we call religidf it is true that on a fundamental level
kenosigs this relationship, then we can observe that marigddy’s leading thinkers on
religion are actually interested in the problenkemnosis again. With some of them kenosis is
explicitly and prominently present as a crucial agpt used, discussed, or criticised; in most
others the problem or question of kenosis impligilays a role in their thought, but the
concept is not treated explicitly. In any case, tbeit is an ingredient on the surface of their
writings or operating in the background, kenosiginally an ancient Christian notion
derived from Paul’s letter to the Philippians (28)% is used to refer to two entirely opposite
meanings with regard to the religious relationsHigs this ambiguity of kenosis that interests
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me in particular in what follows. We will discovéirat the ‘problem’ of kenosis we
mentioned above, is precisely this ambiguity.
* Examples of thdirst meaning can be found in thinkers, who stressrthieitie
distance between God and humanity. This is implititere in Jean-Luc Marion or
Jean Louis Chrétien, more explicitly in Emmanuelibas or - in America - in Mark
C. Taylor. Here kenosis literally means the ‘empdyi the exhausting of any positive
relationship between God and human beings. Rattaracendence, infinite ‘erring’
(Taylor), the divine secret (Chrétien), and theddgigerian critique afnto-theology
are the prime notions here, and echoes of the wadiadition ofnegative theology
(Marion) can be heard. The being ‘otherwise thandi€Levinas) of God is at stake
here and should be retained as the kenotic moniealigion, the only aspect of
religion that would be worthy of preservation irogt-modernity™
Going back in time a little further we find examplef this first meaning of
kenosis in 20 century theology, especially in Karl Barth’s warkd in the
tradition of ‘dialectical theology’ of which he amiginator. His program to rescue
the Christian God from natural theology as welfram the ‘Kulturreligion’ of his
time is a typically kenotic operation, postulatengrucial void, emptiness, or
distance between the divine and the human. Noregfielowards the end of my
essay we will discover that Barth’s work is a biinencomplicated in this respect.
* The secondmeaning, however, opens up an entirely differestalirse, pointing at
the proximity of the divine and the human ‘worldseeping in mind the original
Christian meaning of God becoming human in Ch@sid ‘empties’ himself in order
to become human), kenosis is considered the ‘fakipd of high and low, of God and
humankind, and of a certain de-hierarchisation@etbtalisation of the religious
relationship. The only religion that should be metd in our pluralistic times is a
kenaotic religion, i.e., a religion in which the hilistion and vulgarisation of the
Highest Being or the Being beyond Being is the i@mvent and experience. Since
this discourse of friendship and proximity is @bktly more recent and less well-
known development than the discourse of distanserited above as the first
meaning of kenosis, | will give a number of moréailed examples of the former.

Zizek: a Political Discourse of Proximity

The Slovenian philosopher Slavoj Zizek on a pditievel supports the idea of kenosis as
infinite proximity, for example. To him, the ‘deatii the Son of God’ on the crosghe pre-
eminent kenotic eventis a mysterious, but ultimately ‘happy’ eventyVigig birth to a new
subject no longer rooted in a particular substaresieemed of all particular links’. Kenosis is
‘happy’ because here God and human beings coméhtrge form a new humanity that
sheds its old nationalistic and ethnic identiti&z€k calls them ‘substances’, ‘links’,
‘phantasms’) which have terrorised south-eastemofi®j e.g., at least since the fall of the
Berlin Wall. The Christian legacy is ‘worth fighgirfor’, because its kenotic structure
sacrifices identities (and their conservatism a@refundamentalism) in order to open up new
possibilities for our socio-political reality. Tepiritual reality of the Holy Spirit (to Zizek a

! For an elaborate survey and evaluation of this efahinking about the religious relationship, $ise N.
Bulhof, Laurens ten Kate (edsBljght of the Gods. Philosophical Perspectives ayéative TheologyNew
York: Fordham University Press 2000. See on Levaraskenosis Renée van Riessen’s contributionigo th
volume, on Taylor and kenosis Leddy Karelse’s dbation.

Regarding non-contemporary sources for this firsaning of kenosis one may well mention Pascallatiee
Schelling, and esp. Kierkegaard, as far as philegdgconcerned; in theology, one may point to Barnork
(see just below), and to a rich tradition of Jewvilsbught (e.g. Buber, Rosenzweig).
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much more essential outcome of the kenosis onrthes ¢han the resurrection) fights and
replaces the phantasmatic reality of the soil &iedethnos. But this new ‘presence’ of the
Spirit, which is Zizek’s secular and quite radigdflegelian modulation of Christian
pneumatology, is yet to comeand fragile. Now this becoming ‘fragile’ of the sdiute is
what must be kept, be saved of religion, or, moeeipely, of the western religious legacy,
Christianity?

Milbank: a Linguistic Discourse of Proximity as Eraation

We find quite a different example of the same disse of proximity in John Milbank’s
attempts to define kenosis as the incarnation af @dwuman language. Here language as a
gift from the Creator, in which He himself is invel via Christ’s kenosis emptying,
exhausting himself in becoming humaserves as the ‘meeting point’ of the divine aral th
human. Christ’'s kenosis is supposed to involvedibription of the Logos with its claims to
identity, unity and universality, and the liberatiof language towards a plurality of
meanings, truths and values. A new ‘participatisihuman beings and God is supposed to
be the result of this liberating incarnation, aignat overcoming the ‘void’ between thém.
Zizek’s political criticism of identity appears adinguistic criticism of identity here.

Vattimo: an Existential Discourse of Proximity

Probably the most important protagonist of thealisse of proximity and friendship,
however, is Gianni VattimdKenosis is not only a central concept, but alsteéd a central
experience in his work: object of study and analgs well as subject of inspiration. Here, we
find a truly existential criticism of the logic adentity that has dominated modernity, parallel
to the political and linguistic criticisms of whi&izek and Milbank resp. were shown to be
examples. Kenosis, according to Vattimo, not oolyrfs an interesting part of Christian
doctrine, itis or rathershould behe essence of the divine and of belief or religirogeneral.

Of course the second meaning of kenosis, the naddaendship and togetherness, is applied
here in a massive way: the Absolute must be ‘weadejust like Zizek wants, if it has not
always been ‘weak’ and ‘fragile’ in the first plaa least since it received its Christian form
in the gospels, only to be perverted by the Lodaretaphysics that has contaminated
Western-Christian thought in Vattimo’s opinion. &kiolence of the transcendent principle,
the ground that silences all questions should ib@reted.® Silence and ‘unknowing’, vital
motives in the first meaning of kenosis, are taxe@r by the abundance of symbolic
polysemy and the richness of infinite interpretatiGod is no longedbeyonchuman

existence, human speech and action, but completetyved in it: He is engaged in this feast
of reason and language that only the post-mod&rrthie post-metaphysical epoch has been
able to unleash. In fact, we should have the cautagay, Vattimo’s states, that God quite
simply s this feast of language and nothing else; the disrinvolved in our history, has

2See S. ZizekThe Fragile Absolute-or, why is the christian legacy worth fighting Pot.ondon/New York:
Verso 2000, 158.

% See J. MilbankThe Word Made Strange: Theology, Language, andu@;i©xford: Blackwell 1997, and J.
Milbank, Catherine Pickstock, Graham Ward (ed®gdical Orthodoxy: a New Theolgdyondon: Routledge
1999, esp. Milbank, Pickstock, Ward, ‘Introducti®uspending the Material: the Turn of Radical Thggl, 1-
20; 3/4: ‘The central theological framework of realiorthodoxy is ‘participation’ as developed bgteland
reworked by Christianity, because any alternatimefiguration perforce reserves a territory indeparaf

God'.

* See esp. hiBelief trans. Luca d’lsanto and David Webb, CambridgsityPress 1999; orig. Italian 1996 and
hisBeyond Interpretation: the Meaning of HermeneufiicsPhilosophy trans. David Webb, Cambridge: Polity
Press 1996.

® L. d'Isanto,Introduction in G. Vattimo,Belief 10.



© Laurens ten Kate, Utrecht 2002. Published in: @4ijistra (ed.) Letting Go: Rethinking
Kenosis Bern: Peter Lang 2002, 285-310.

entered the horizon of our language, only to bectiradast holy symbol left to us: the
symbol of peaceful, dialogical and pluralistic coomitation. Early Christian kenosis has
therefore reached its belated fulfilment in sectitaes, in particular iour times, in which
the ‘Great Narratives’ of modern culture have evated. Vattimo even goes so far as to
equate kenosis with God’s presumed declarationeidship, taking not only Philippians 2:
6-8 as the key reference for his theory of kendmsis also John 15: 15: ‘No longer do | call
you servants... | have called you frienfs’.

3. The loss of relationship in Vattimo’s discussairkenosis

So, what is happening here? One feature of Vat8nu#a of kenosis is of special interest to
me here, and this is what will be discussed in viblsdws. Although the author @elief
beautifully evokes kenosis as an event, an occoerbatween God and human beings
suggesting some kind oélationshipbetween the two, the outcome of this event makgs an
real relationship impossible. Vattimo adopts aytfuksionaldiscourse: in kenosis, the infinite
confrontation, the tension between God and humamgbgtheir being exposed to each other
has been abolished in favour of their fusion. Wadtis so happy to prove and plead for the
radical historicity of God, for His inner-worldlisse, for His being non-authoritarian and ‘just
like us’ that in the end of his kenotic adventure éntire duality of God and human beings is
diluted, suppressed and finally negated. In kenasid indeed in any idea of religion that
would be worth rescuing in our times, humanitylisraportant: humanity integrates and
absorbs the divine. The radical pluralism and ca@ncy of language, mirroring the
pluralism and contingency of reality, of Being awlole, is supplied with a divine aura. If
God is to be found anywhere, it is in amthis pluralism- our pluralism; in other words, it

is in andasus. Remarkable as it may seem, this is the coeseguof Vattimo’s strategy of
weakening: God is weakened in His alterity, wheteagsanity- in its secular, post-modern
state- is strengthened, even glorified. If God is anyvehéte ‘is’ us.

This implication of Vattimo’s reading of kenosisjvirever popular this reading may
be among those interested in and inspired by timetéureligion in our times mentioned
earlier, is quite shocking. After all, the protaghinst the static, dichotomistic transcendence
of the ‘old’ metaphysical God (with His parametefsruth, Unity, Authority etc.) is
radicalised towards a protest against transcendensach. Transcendence is pronounced
taboo in his texts. However, without transcendenceather, in relational terms, without ‘an
other’, withoutothernessthere can be no relationship; anthking the next step, following
from the first immediately without relationship, there can be no religiorthié enigmatic
relationship between God and human beings, if tmequdial as well afistorical experience
of an ‘outside’, of a limito humarhistoryand existence, of the ‘sacred’ or the ‘inhumas’, i
kenotically sacrificed for the total absorptiontlifs relationshipnto human historythen in
the end religion is sacrificed for the ‘purifiedtfaof secularisation’.Vattimo’s rehabilitation
of belief and Christianity boils down to a Christity without duality— without this strange
and irritating little word: God. What remains, whgsaved of religion, is only the plurality of
human meanings, interpretations, truths, desirestions and communications in which God
and human beings patrticipate as indistinguishai#ads. Monotheism is made obsolete by
monopluralisnt

® Belief 55.

" Belief 46.

® Those thinkers, who pay attention to this difficluality each in their own way, are all too egsilsmissed by
Vattimo. He criticises existentialist philosophyrefigion for its scepticism about the human candiand its
plea for a ‘leap of faith’ — Pascal, Kierkegaar(Belief 39) and ‘apocalyptic’ theology (87) or dialectica
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So, if Vattimo—- seen as the most powerful representative of themrudiscourse of
proximity, fusing kenosis with friendshipreduces the religious relationship to peace and
‘continuity’®, he in fact loses this relationship altogetherd @tays no part in this relationship
of humanity to itself, except as a symbol and ‘egben(in Christ’s kenosis) of human
pluralism that will triumph as ‘charity’ and ‘tendeess’ on earth in the efd.

Yet no relationship and certainly not the religiosaktionship, can do without the
duality of the ‘more than one’, the ‘om@one’, the ‘facing one another’ and the tension that
goes with it; and this duality presupposes straaggnseparation, interruption, discontinuity,
conflict, misunderstanding, antagonism, as weftiaadship, proximity and peace. One
might even argue, as the tradition of thought aenfiship (from Aristotle to Nietzsche and
Bataille - virtually ignored by Vattimo) has done so ofter &o convincingly, that no
friendship is possible without separation and aonflvithout enmity. Every relationship
essentially needs ather,who at one moment may be far away and very clbaaather,
who may be friend and enemy almost at the same anekprecisely because of this every
relationship is, in a way, violent. Since the riigs relationship more than any relationship
bears the marks and stamps of strangeness anatsepaofdifference one of the relating
poles being non-human, being ‘God’, it is alwaysaent rapport from the outset. The
essential asymmetry of this rapport (how can otaado ‘no-body’, to someone who is the
radical opposite of humanity, who always is ‘prasegnhis withdrawal- how can one relate
to a ‘god’?) implies an enormous tension betweed &l human beings, in whitloth
friendlslhip and enmity, peace and violence, proxiraitd distance should be granted their
place.

If one misses this ambivalence of the relationgl@pveen God and human beings, if
one misses thimpossibilityandimprobability of it, one misses religion altogether. Religion
is only possible as an impossible intrusion into @xistence, whether it brings joy and
friendship or fear and conflict: an intrusion inialin God and human beings are mutually
involved, haunting and wounding, loving and tough#ach other, and above all losing, just
for a moment, their ‘identities’, their ‘substantcas Zizek would say. Religion is the
relational event between God and human beings.idtids event anything can happen,
nothing is guaranteed; it is the realm of the whalhexpected or, anticipating a word | will
return to later on, agingularity.

theology (48, note; the critique is weakened olttighy in the ‘Post-Scriptum’, 95) for stressingertical
relationship to God. On the other hand NietzsclieHeidegger are all too quickly called in as alli@s
Vattimo’s rather naive reading of Nietzsche, seed'W.A. de Wit, ‘The Return to Religion. Vattimo’s
Reconciliation of Christian Faith and Post-modehild3ophy’, inBijdragen. Journal for Philosophy and
Theology61 (2000), 390-411.

° Belief 48, note.

10 Belief 98.

M This fundamental violence of and in the religioelgtionship as such is, of course, not identidh the
practical violence committed in the name of religioor is this fundamental peace or friendship thigiht be a
possibility of the religious relationship identiagith the practical pacificatory and humanitariaorkvdone in
the name of religion. Nevertheless the tensionvetdescribed can be rephrased without much efidgrims of
the painful discrepancy of religious practices abthe world today. From the terror of the Lordssigtance
Army in North-Uganda to the interventions of theiffr Committee in South-Africa: in other words, from
religion kidnapping young children in order to lmaash and train them to participate in murder souasiof
God, which are supposed to bring revolution to @ty — in this case Uganda — and install a Heavenl
Kingdom, to the impressive as well as controverngiddlic rituals of confession, forgiveness, andreiliation
directed by a black bishop, Tutu, and meant tp pebple come to terms with the terror of comparalrder
squadrons in the land of Apartheid — both extreb@dsng to this elusive and irritating phenomendieda
religion, which simply will not disappear from ounternational socio-political scene in spite oftgua history of
secularisation.
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Meanwhile, in Vattimo’s idea of kenosis, the ambavere of violence and peace is
unthinkable, and here lies the blind spot of hggiarent, which, | repeat, actually means that
the religious relationship as such is the blindt gfdnis kenotic approach. Vattimo’s praise of
Christian kenosis is the dilution of religion, andparticular of Christianity; his difficulties in
taking seriously Christ’s crucifixion the core event of kenosis, in which it is finishas the
gospels proclaiff - and his inclination to allegorise and moralise\ttwéence of the cross in
a highly abstract manner, is only one of the pradfthis dilution®

4. Toward an Economy of Distance and Proximity:ridlarand a Third Meaning of Kenosis
So there can only be a relationshipn event between God and human beings, there can
only be religion, if the ambivalence | analysedabs, in a sense, active and operational.
There can only be a relationship if there is distammtherness, separation and at the same time
proximity, approaching, touching, contact, exposWvéh their version of kenosis, the
exponents of the discourse of proximity describeolva try to do away with this ‘double
bind’, Vattimo being their pre-eminent spokesman.tle other hand, wittheir version of
kenosis, the exponents of the discourse of distaratthough they pay far more attention to
the complex duality of the religious relationshiau their counterpartsequally try to do
away with the double bind: the concrete and thiarigaplace’ in time of the event of kenosis,
God and human beings baring themselves to one emditlimanity touching divinity, divinity
touching humanity, or in theological language: itt@arnational centre of kenosis, remains
the unthinkable part in their thought.

So far it may have gradually become clear thabgosition of the two meanings of
kenosis belongs to a scheme that is in itself figaht for a philosophical analysis and
understanding of religion, and of its ‘turn’ ortuen’ into 21st century culture. We need to
study and analyse tleeonomyof both aspects of kenosis, instead of bringiregrthnto
diametrical and static opposition to each other.n&ed to confront the constant ‘negotiation’
between both extremes, and to underline the ‘uddédity’ of both kenotic operations. This
negotiation between the pure and the vulgar, betwlestance and proximity, between
hierarchy and friendship, might well be unavoidahlany conception of religion. Among the
thinkers of this ‘third way’, affirming, in a senge intricate complexity of the two kenoses,
Jacques Derrida is without any doubt the most pfulvand important. In his work one finds
a thorough account of what | would like to callemonomy of kenosis, an ‘econokenosis’ that
lies at the heart of the religious relationshiptdrmulating this economy, Derrida attempts to

12 John 19:30. The Greek text readseAeotal, which rather means ‘having reached its goalffitfad’.

13 vattimo relies heavily on René Girard’s criticaluation of the sacred and violence/iiolence and the Sacred
(trans. P. Gregory, London: Athlone Press 1988;.dr@72). Basically Girard claims that true religishould be
without sacrifice, but the biblical Crucifixion @hrist would be a different story... In Vattimo’s vds: ‘Jesus’
incarnation did not take place to supply the fathith a victim adequate to his wrath; rather, Jasarme into the
world precisely to reveal and abolish the nexusvben violence and the sacred. He was put to deathuse
such a revelation was intolerable to a humanityean the violent tradition of sacrificial religis.” (Belief, 37)
Of course the idea of a wrathful God sadisticadlgding down his son is rightly rejected by Girand &attimo.
But the event of the cross is the key event to Wite entire narrative of the four synoptic gospiarly leads
and for which each gospel carefully prepares #slees, linking this event to the Hebrew Scriptuhe®auline
theology kenosis is subsequently made to cohercékpwith the same event of the cross. Of couvsdtimo

is free to eliminate the violence of this evennirkenosis, but to present this as a new and beteling of the
Scriptures is rather unconvincing, to say the leBEsat God would sacrifice his own son only to stawevil
humanity that sacrifice is wrong, seems to be cauitartificial and superficial interpretation ofghragedy,
which the New Testament displays four times. That'évil humanity’ Vattimo accuses in retrospeaisists of
the Jewish people, whose religion can hardly berteabamong the ‘traditions of sacrificial religidaslds to the
unhistorical character of Vattimo’s and Girard'slpsophical improvisations.
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understand in an original way religion’s healangd violating structure, its salvifiand
haunting features, its ‘making us whole and halydits tearing us apart, its constructiamd
destruction, its hopand despair, in short, its being radically goarad radically evil. One will
immediately notice that an entire tradition of thhtireverberates here, from Kant's insights
into the difficult relationship of religion and r®an, e.g., via Kierkegaard’s anti-dialectical,
paradoxical treatment of religious experience, ttw'® double determination of the
mysterium. Still, Derrida’s decision to rethink #ikese programmatic efforts to break up the
one-sidedness and self-containment of religioeims of an economy is innovative in
contemporary philosophy of religidfi.

5. Econokenosis: the Placedfférance

The concept of economy is decisively present irriDais earlier writings, notably i riting
and Differencdorig. 1967). It is then continuously refined and discussedkeyrida until
‘Economimesis’ (1975).17 Later it recedes to the background a bit. The tsrased less
frequently, but still plays a crucial role in De&lais research.

But what is economy? It has very little to do witle logic of calculation, production,
utility and gain that belongs to economics; ondbatrary, to Derrida it is a philosophical
category that dirst calls into questiorevery type of oppositional or dualistic thinking.
Economy designates two or more extremes or palespt more binary entities (for example,
good and evil, truth and lying, past and future, #ind death, or | and the other), in order to
give full attention to their interplay. Precisetytheir being opposed the poles do no longer
rest— and actually never have resteth themselves, as if they were pre-existing sultss,
but they areexposed to one another in a play of negotiation,aomtation, mutual influence,
and manipulation, etc. In short, they never forpuee opposition, but are always already
involved in a third term: a ‘householdikovopia), an economypetweerthem in which they
are no longer fully themselves. Economy as a cdribap continuously calls into question the
stable oppositions that structure western thougtitcalture by turning them into what they
do not want to be, a dynamics, thus wounds angclial system as well. Dialectics accept a

14| would include the following authors among conparary thinkers interested in this ‘third way’,estsing a
certain economy of religion and avoiding any idgaitheory of religion. Explicitly following Derda:
Rodolphe Gaschénventions of Difference. On Jacques Derri@ambridge, Mass./London: Harvard
University Press 1994, esp. ch. 6: ‘God, for Exahdl50-170; John D. Caputdhe Prayers and Tears of
Jacques Derrida. Religion without ReligidBloomington/Indianapolis: Indiana University Pse997; Hent de
Vries, Philosophy and the Turn to ReligioBaltimore/London: Johns Hopkins University Pr&889. Working
in a less ‘Derridean’ but nonetheless related Wwagn-Luc Nancy, ‘La déconstruction du christianisimelLes
Etudes Philosophique®/1998, 503-519; Giorgio Agamberpmo Sacer. Le pouvoir souverain et la vie,nue
Paris: Seuil 1997 (orig. 1995), ahd temps qui reste. Un commentaire de I'Epitre Ramains Paris: Rivages
2000 (orig. 2000); Alain Badioaint Paul. La fondation de I'universalispfearis: Presses Universitaires de
France 1997; Marcel Gauchkg désenchantement du monde. Une histoire politigua religion Paris:
Gallimard 1985; and Talal Asa@enealogies of Religion: Discipline and Reason@#€r in Christianity and
Islam, Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press 1993.

Derrida’s other relevant publications on religioi mentioned below) include: ‘How to Avoid Speakin
Denials’, trans. K. Frieden, in S. Budick, W. I¢eds.),Languages of the Unsayable: The Play of Negatimity
Literature and Literary TheoryNew York: Columbia University Press 1989, 3-7&ances’, Introduction to
Serge Margell.e Tombeau du dieu artisan: Sur Platétaris: Minuit 1995, 11-43; and ‘Faith and Knowded
The Two Sources of ‘Religion’ within the Mere Limibf Reason’, in J. Derrida, G. Vattimo (edRgligion
trans. S. Weber, Stanford: Stanford University 398, 1-78 (orig. 1996).

% Trans. Alan Bass, London: Routledge 1978

%|n S. Agacinski et alMimesis: Des articulationsParis: Aubier-Flammarion 1975, 57-93.

" For a detailed study of the concept of econoniyérrida, see Joost de BlooBerrida et I'économig
dissertation, University of Utrecht, forthcomingQ2) and Gido Bernsringloop en Woekering. Een
deconstructieve filosofie van de econgmimsterdam: Boom 1998.
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certain interplay- often portrayed as a batttebetween positivity and negativity, but this
economy is only tolerated temporarily in view & #nnihilation and elevation to a new,
stable, synthesising third term: for instance, #elfung’, world spirit, absolute knowledge in
Hegel’s discourse.

Needless to say, the ‘economi¢atalling into question or ‘deconstruction’ of
opposition is immediately joined bysacond calling into questiothat of the logic of
presence and identity. Neither things nor humandsii.e., no entities generally speaking
can have a simple and undivided presence as suhfsiteconology’ designed by Derrida to
interrupt and intervene into western metaphysicsanrticularly into the latter’s postulate of
a human subject being the foundation of the wanldl @f history, master and possessor all at
once. The whole claim to a ‘self’ is called intoegtion as soon as we accept an economy, in
which we are always already engaged (there is eeyisting ‘self’, the latter rather being
produced by the economy) and in which we drdgomea ‘self’, however temporary,
contingent and finite. The ‘self’ is produced, tirwed again, by the economy, the interplay
with the other, and can no longer be thought giramordial substance. The ‘in between’, the
‘inter-’ the economy is primordial with regard ts actors, just like we have seen when
analysing the religious relationship above: thé&ati@ come second, the relationship first.

The economy then brings presence, substance, esseaatity and the oppositional
logic belonging to these determinations into plag aalls them in question; it does so by
letting them enter the realm of the ‘in betweehg interval of mere relationality. It is this
place, this topos around which Derrida’s entirekvarcles. The names he gives to this place
are ‘event’, ‘gift’, ‘khora™®, but the most categorical onediéférance difference in a
verbalised, active mode, difference as relatiomahée | will return to that shortly.

Derrida’s econological preoccupations atdirst quite relevant to our discussion of
kenosis and its two meanings, because indeed th&g mpossible to add a third: Derrida
does not agree with the antagonism of distancenaggaroximity, but much prefers an
‘economical’ relationship between both extremesd&s is always higandlow: it is the
depletion of the religious relationship into tramsdencendits repletion into immanence, it
is negative theologgnd positive theology, it is the withdrawal of Gadd His incarnation.
Only by highlighting and studying, as well as chagsand living this double bind of kenosis,
this ‘econokenosis’, can one do justice to kends$mvever, there is secondelevance of the
econological approach to kenosis, one more impbttamy present argument. Taking into
account the economy of the two discourses of kennstontemporary thought is one thing;
we have to go a step further and consider the Ipiissivhether kenosiss this economy:
whether kenosis, in its third meaning, is not metké intermingling of both meanings, but
something radically new. Might not kenobisthis ‘place’, this ‘event’ of différancleetween
God and human beings that is opened up by the eggho

In my view, Derrida gives a clear affirmative answeethis question in his small
treatiseSauf le nom (Post-Scriptuffiforig. 1993). In this remarkable book, writtenaas

18| use this adjective in a formal and thus uncommemning: ‘belonging/referring to the economyhits
nothing to do with being frugal, economising, oimgeprofitable etc.

9 plato develops this enigmatic concept inTirmaeuslt eludes all meaning, all being: a ‘place’ of émpss
and passivity that only ‘gives’ (gives language amiag, being); Derrida studies this Platonic comcepich
can hardly be considered a ‘concept’Kimdra (orig. 1987/1993), in J. Derrid®n the Namgtrans. I. McLeod,
Stanford, Ca : Stanford University Press 1995, 88-There he states that khéra is in fact the amei On the
Name 126) of différance (see below).

% |n On the Namegtrans. John P. Leavey, 35-85. An earlier Englistsion ofSauf le nom (Post-Scriptum)
appeared in H. Coward, T. Foshay (ed3érrida and Negative Theologflbany: SUNY 1992, then titled
‘Post-Scriptum: Aporia’s, Ways and Voices’, tradishn P. Leavy. Elaborate discussionSatf le nontan be
found in Hent de VrieRhilosophy and the Turn to ReligioBaltimore/London: Johns Hopkins University
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dialogue between two voicésthe author delivers a succinct but quite powetfstussion of
kenosis and its coherence with the economy, with‘piace’of difféerance we have dealt with
so far. This ‘place’ is vital to Derrida’s own ide&kenosis irSauf le nomand we will see

that it is this place and the subtitgpologicalapproach to the religious relationship it involves
that leads us towards a series of double bindseptanon-place, name — namelessness,
infinite gift — singular gift, all paralleled by éhdouble bind we meanwhile have become used
to, that of proximity — distanc&.These double binds turn kenosis into econokenivsésa
never-ending negotiation between always two ‘comgéparameters, culminating in the
negotiation between humanity and God. Finally I adinclude with a brief reflection on
prayer and its relationship to this topology. HBegth’s views on prayer in hiShurch
Dogmaticswill be discussed.

6. Kenosis irSauf le nom

The general notion of place, of the "topos’ is guiportant to Derrida iBauf le nomlt is

not just any place, but always the place of ken@srida uses the word only a few times,
one time however at a very important moment indilaébogue, where he gives a sharp
summary of his discussion of negative theology%6p/Negative theology — probably the
most unreserved discourse of distance Christidrasyproduced, from its medieval Neo-
platonic and mystical sources onward toward thelsewoices of those representing the first
meaning of kenosis in our time as we just studlzal/a — is right:

— Certainly, the ‘unknowable Got, the ignored or unrecognised God that we spoke
of, says nothing: of him nothing is said that migbtd...

— Save his name...

— Save the name that names nothing that might holdewen a divinity Gotthei,
nothing whose withdrawal does not carry away eypémase that tries to measure
itself against him. ‘God’ ‘is’ the name of this baless collapse, of this endless
desertification of language...

But is negative theology right? Derrida immediately counés:

— ... But the trace of this negative operation is iiistin andon andastheevent
(whatcomeswhat there is and which is always singular, wimats in this kenosis
the most decisive condition of its coming or itsuming). (55/56)

So the second meaning is right as well! In otherdspboth sides of the antagonism, both

Press 1999, esp. ch. 5, ‘The Kenosis of DiscouBf3;358; and in Dutch in Rico Snellétet Woord is schrift
geworden. Derrida en de negatieve theold@ike Word has Become Scripture. Derrida and Negati
Theology), Kampen: Kok Agora 1998. De Vries paysraton in particular to the econological side eh&sis,
although the term ‘economy’ is not frequently usedis book: ‘The apophatic path of thber, of the
Uberunmoglichstethe most impossible or more than impossible ftegressions are taken from the language
of Angelus Silesius (see below) — LtK], is attesteaismdglich as possible; this movement of elevation,
transcendence, hyperbole, rhetorical exaggeradiath excess paradoxically coincides with a desaaht a
humiliation, a coming down to earth, or incarnatidrihe concept, of ontology, of phenomenologywesl as of
their deconstruction.’ (340)

% The voices might well represent the two meanirfdeenosis described earlier, although Derrida dugs
identify them any further: they seem to oscillas@tinuously between the radicalism of Angelus Si€q1624-
1677; the book is a reading of the latter’s fam@aerubinic Wanderdmegative theology, underlining the
‘nothingness’ between God and humanity, and thalgradical passion in Silesius for the topos vehitre
‘Unknown God’ and the ‘unknowing human’ may haveitimpossible and improbable encounter... Both
voices alternately represent both positions.

22 0n the possible coherence of religion and topalsgg also J.S. O’Leary, ‘Topologie de I'étre @oigraphie
de la révélation’, in R. Kearney, J.S. O’Leary (@¢ddeidegger et la question de Didvaris: Grasset 1980, 194-
237.

% Derrida quotes Silesius.
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kenotic operations might well be wrong. They boiksrihe economy of which kenosis
consists: the economy

between on the one hand ‘withdrawal’, the void,‘tlehing’, the non-place, in short, the
kenotic distance that rules between God and huraargé, and on the other hand the place
(i’ and ‘on’) where God and human beings havé&tome’, only to be involved in an ‘event’
that is radically singular and unique, once-onlg #me and again once-only, an event that
makes these two — God and human beings — into e aingular beings, for as long as the
event lasts. Singularity defined this way hasditth do with the logic of identity and presence
discussed above; ‘singular’ is he or she that espban- or herself — or rather, suddenly finds
him- or herself exposed — to the topos betwees¢lfeand the other, between identities.
Being an act (exposure) and not a state of beingukarity goes together with temporality
and finitude.

So the topos of kenosis can only refer to the os of kenosis, the concrete event
of the religious relationship to the silence of loéd, of the non-relationship. Analysed this
way, the topos is indeed a double bind, as | sugdezbove: one of the double binds
specified and formulated by Derrida’s remarkabf@togy of religion, and doubtless the
most essential one: by means of the topologicardenation, kenosis turns into
econokenosis. Topology invites economy, and vigsaze

The same dynamics can be shown in other doubéstivat ring through in this
guotation, for example, name — namelessness. Gbd isnnameable, transcending human
language, human naming. Still His name must beedaexcepted, barred from this
namelessness and nothingness (‘Sauf le nom’),adthd is a name ‘that names nothing’; for
this name is also the most concrete, ‘singular’ @dmat ‘comes’ to the place where the
‘event’ will take place. This ‘name of a bottomlesgdlapse’ is at the same time the name of
an intimate event... between nameless transcendedogseaned immanence, between ‘over
there’ and ‘here’ (56, see belo®).

Pursuing his topological vocabulary quite rigodguBerrida continues the quote
given earlier — the same voice in the dialogueilisspeaking:

... Thereis this event, which remains, even if this remméhis not more substantial,

more essential than this God, more ontologicallgaeinable than this name of God

of whom it is said that he names nothing thatésther this nor that. (56)

A little further, the other voice reminds his corsegtional partner:

—In andon, you said, that implies, apparently, sotopos..

Then the first voice describes this topos as thesmf différance, albeit with its ‘surname’,
that of the Platonic khéra | mentioned earlier; agdin the double bind is ‘played out’: being
‘absent’and‘unique’:

—...or somekhora(body without body, absent body but unique body place of

everything, in the place of everything, intervdgqe, spacing). Would you also say of

khora, as you were just doing in a murmur, ‘save its @@ncverything secret is
played out here. For this location displaces asdrdanises all our onto-topological
prejudices, in particular the objective sciencemdceKhorais over there but more

% See also on 58, where Derrida defines the nameokeaotically as a passage (‘goes through’, ‘trsiney):
‘As if it was necessary both to save the name arsave everything except the namsaye the namas if it was
necessary to lose the name in order to save wihas tiee name, or toward which one goes throughahee.
But to lose the name is not to attack it, to dgsiror wound it. On the contrary, to lose the namguite simply
to respect it: as name. That is to say to pronoitneghich comes down to traversing it toward thlees...’

On the question of name and namelessness, se& &sgozinski, ‘Cet innommable dans le secret dessh in
P. Gisel, PEvrard (eds.).a théologie en postmodernit@eneva: Labor et Fides 1996, 155-170.

% n French Derrida uses the newly invented ‘restaparallel to ‘différance’: thactiveremaining of the remainder.
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‘here’ than any ‘here’... (56)

So what exactly is this place, and what is the etading place in it, as if place and event
were virtually indistinguishable?

If it is the place of khora, as we just heard Diarconfirm, then the event of, on and
as this place is différance. We know that this yemwented word ‘différance’ is, from the
very beginning of Derrida’s work, one of its primkilosophical categories. It ‘verbalises’ the
French word ‘différence’ by inserting @towards the end of the word, thus changing it into
a verb, or rather, a verbal noun: an act, a movénadmppening. Following the same line of
thought when analysing the particular relationatityeligious religion, difference here is not
a static, logical term, used to distinguish twarmre entities or identities, showing simply in
what respect they differ. On the contrary, it gbegond its function of distinguishing two
pre-existent identities, becoming something ‘ielitsIt is a further, more radical and literal
expression of ‘die Differenz als solche’ which tater Heidegger tried to think about in
Identitat und DifferenZ® This difference-as-act, as event, creates sontetiéw between the
identities, something that cannot be reduced tdatdje of identity and the realisation of the
self. Différancaes this ‘in between’, conceived as a place, for exi@nags a desert, as khora, as
an interval, a spacing, as we savbauf le nomand at the same time as an event taking place
onthis place and changing this place into a merate@emoment of incision and interruption:
this ‘desertis ‘desertification’ (56), this spads spacing, etc.

7. Kenosis and the death of Christ

Would this topos in fact be the topos of the reti@hg in a Christian sense, the place where
God speaks and gives Himself to human beings # ¢hgt can only be returned by
humanity? Would it, more directly than we have saggul so far, refer to Christ’'s kenosis
ending in His death on the cross — an event | @gdte-eminently kenotic? That would mean
that the biblical figure of Christ is the ‘incarm@t’ (in all its concreteness and singularity, in
all the irreplaceability that is the hallmark of @vent— the interruption, incision,
intervention: the unexpected) of the différanceMaetn God and humanity, of this ‘in
between’ or interval where the gift takes placesgébkt proximity, most remote distance in
one: ‘vere deus, vere homo’, the Christologicalrdagf the old church as yet another double
bind in our series. Of course, this gift, takenaesly, can only be a tragic gift, the topos a
tragic and violent scene. For this gift which bsrajong the absolutely new, singular —
Derrida would make variations on the ancient dogimaMessiah will be neither god nor
human, but someone that cannot be reduced to thésgories — can only forget itself,
destroy itself, in order tbean event, tiedifférance, tdbethe deferral of identity and of
presence that the economy of difféerance generékes gift can only be kenosis, if this
kenosis culminates in the depletion of life itseiéath. Maybe that, quite simply, and well
beyond the doctrines of sin and reconciliation thiatistian theology has built, is the meaning
of the suffering and dying of Christ. It would eetviolence that is essential to kenosis, the
violence that Vattimo can only eliminate from h@spmodernist conception of kenosis, as |
showed in the beginning. Derrida points to thidemnce of the kenotic gift, to this ‘death’ that
is essential to its singularity, in hike Gift of Deathcommenting on thEssays hérétiques
(1975) of Jan Pa#tka. We discover the same tension here again: ieraodreally give

oneself in a concrete event, come close to the ot receives, one has to give oneself
away, forget oneself as a gift, die as the giver, aacbine distant to the other. In order to
become ‘finite’ and ‘someone’ in a kenotic gift)yet’ — one has to become ‘infinite’ and no

% pfullingen: Neske 1957.
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one in the same kenotic gift. The echoes of théhdefaChrist can hardly be missed:
On what condition does goodness exist beyond kllzion? On the condition that
goodness forget itself, that the movement be a mewt of the gift that renounces
itself, hence a movement of infinite love. Onlyiimte love can renounce itself and, in
order tobecome finitebecome incarnated in order to love the othelg\e the other
as a finite other. This gift of infinite love comiem someone and is addressed to
someone; responsibility demands irreplaceable fanityr Yet only death or rather the
apprehension of death can give this irreplaceghilft

8. Prayer as Prayer for Kenosis: Barth and Derrida

Meanwhile the relevance of the topos/event of diffé€&® studied so far for a theological
reflection on revelation may well be worth furthevestigation. It might be necessary then to
compare this event of différance with the everthefWord of God (‘Geschehen des
Wortes’), which Karl Barth has declared to be teetee of Christian theology in the first half
of the previous century.

Derrida also is interested in the Word. Readingsiiis inSauf le nomhe posits the Word
of God as the topos between God and human beifgsewhese identities get lost in a way
in a radical kenosis. ‘Der Ort ist das Wort’ (THaqge is the Word), Derrida quotes Silesius
throughoutSauf le nonfnotably 57). It is the topos where God becomesriame of a
bottomless collapse’, as we already saw (55), tradtface of this negative operation is
inscribed in and on and as the event’ (56). Hun&nds are equally haunted by this topos,
this Word/Place ig us(57), instead of us being in this place: in thes&enotic,
‘bottomless’ movement that applies to God, we mm&y are the subject of this place, but this
place is subject of us, or rather between us, abhaden God and us.

‘Geh hin wo du nicht kannst: sieh wo du sieheshniklér wo nichts schallt und klingt, so

bist du wo Gott spricht.” (Go there where you cansee where you do not see; Hear

where nothing rings or sounds, so are you wherespedks) (44; 59; 75)

And after this quotation Derrida affirms:
‘This adverb of place (wo) of the word of God, add>as word [...] indeed affirms the
place as word of God.’ (75)

Now one of the concrete and practical acts or astthat belong to this event of the
Word/Place, of this ‘in between’ of différance piyer. Prayer viewed this way is nothing
more than a question, a wish: may this event tékeepWhat event? The event of revelation,
the event of God giving Himself and man giving hatfi$o... the topos of the ‘gift of loss’

that is kenosis. So prayer asks, in a way, onlytéaif: may there be nothing more than
prayer, may there be kenosis, right there at thimge place of différance. Right after the
crucial quotation on kenosis discussed above (353 rida shifts to the topic of prayer and
states: ‘Prayer asks God to give himself rathem tjiis.” Prayer asks for ‘the divinity of God
as gift or desire of giving.” Prayer interprets Goatl addresses itself to God as a nhame for
this event of giving. ‘And prayer is this interpagon, the very body of this interpretation (...)
which ‘implies, apparently, sontepos..” (56)

?’Trans. D. Wills, Chicago: University of ChicagceBs 1995;50-51; orig. 1992.

28 One often refers to this double structure plaesent as to the ‘spatio-temporality’ of différaném|jowing
Derrida’s own initial definitions of the concept‘ira différance’ (1968), included iMargins — of Philosophy
trans. A. Bass, Chicago: University of Chicago BrE382; orig. 1972.
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It has struck me that Barth, in paragraph 49 oftfiarch Dogmaticgvol. 111.3%9),
also analyses prayer as the central event betvigah the Father’ and His ‘Creature’. The
Christian, who bares himself, who gives himselfh® ‘Universal Lordship’ of this God, is
characterised by faith, by obedience, but righhan‘middle’ (Mitte) of these features Barth
posits prayer as the key event, as a ‘primitivenaot’ (265). From this ‘middle’, all aspects
of religious existence can always begin again:

In all its forms prayer is this answering, thisrgpito meet, this direct expression of

the truth of the situation in which the christiamdls himself as christian. When he

prays, he puts himself in the position in whictifaand obedience can always begin
again at the beginning. As this primitive momemayer, which is the basis of all

other activity, is included in obedience. It iifghe act of obediengear excellence

the act of obedience from which all other acts nspsing. (265)

This ‘primitive moment’ of prayer lies at the heafithe relationship between Creator and
creature, which occupies Barth in this volume&atirch Dogmaticsvhich focuses on the
relation between Creator and creature. It is alwagee and less than the other major ways of
giving expression to one’s religious experienceaige, thanksgiving, confession and
penitence’ (266), because it is ‘Bitten’, ‘petitidrefore anything else. It asks simply and only
for the event of the Word, and, as this asking tis event, in the sense of a ‘beginning
again at the beginning’. From this beginning, ladl bther acts, resumed through faith and
obedience, can take their course, become meanjragfdloffer an identity, however
temporary, to human beingsdto God, until they return again towards this beaig, this
topos of the Word, this ‘Mitte’, this middle, thia between’, in order to empty themselves,
give themselves away in kenosis. Prayer is thageg answerings questioning, questioning
asanswering; it asks for the event, desires it,iarttlis asking, this ‘Bitten’, it is the event
itself, it is the ‘Mitte’.

Although sketched out tentatively here, it seemsiéathat the resemblance between
Barth’s articulation of prayer and Derrida’s kerapproach is considerable. This
resemblance, this touching in the formal and themgtnamics of their writing becomes even
more penetrating if we realise that Barth triefotonulate a certain topology of prayer. Prayer
is a place or a space where the ‘qualitative difiee’ between God and man, which plays
such an important role in Barth’s second Romansneentary®, becomes an event in itself
(this difference, in Derrida’s words, is a qualityitself, a différance) apart from who God is
and who human beings are. Prayer is a topos dak’Béxactly because it is a ‘Mitte’. But
what does this topological passion in Barth’s tegan?

I will make one observation that seems theologycatid philosophically important to
me. The topos of prayer leads us back immediabeBetth’s Christology, and thus to the
beginning of 49 mentioned above. For what is thgte’ of prayer in its purest, ‘primitive’
form? What is at stake in this topology of a plaeéwveen God and human beings, where the
event of gift and giving away (kenosis) takes pladeere the event simply seemssthis
place, where prayer seems to be at first a prayehé event of prayer, where prayer ‘hap-
pens’ with a specific dynamic of its own, irreddeilbto any ‘content’? The event of prayer as
‘Mitte’ refers unmistakably, as | see it, to therfShevent. Christ is proclaimed to be the
‘constitutive and organising centre (Mitte) of tlverld process’ (241), and the Christian, who
is defined ultimately and decisively as ‘'someon®\phays’ in the later stages of the para-
graph, is nothing more and nothing less than tleevamo opens himself onto this ‘Mitte’,

2 Eds. G.W. Bromley, T.F. Torrance, Edinburgh: T..&llarke 1936-1977. The paragraph is entitled ‘G
Father as Lord of His Creature'
% The Epistle to the Romartsans. E. C. Hoskyns, London: Oxford Universitg$s 1933, 39; orig. 1922.
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where he or she sees the invisible and encourterisnpossible, as Derrida would say (see
e.g.Sauf le nom75). That is to say, this invisible and impossiplace/event is invisible and
impossible according to the logic of the world mes. The ‘Mitte’ haunts this process and
interrupts it from within, being its ‘other’. We kw that this topos of the Christ event, that
Barth sometimes calls ‘Ort’ (‘point’239), sometini&elle’ (‘source’, 243), sometimes
‘Wirklichkeit’ (‘actuality’, 268), is everything tua foundational substance of the so-called
world process; rather it splits this process in,tlik@ an abyss or a limit or a crisis. It is the
‘vacuum’, ‘die leere Mitte’ (empty middle) in thelationship between God and human
beings, it is the ‘offene Stelle’ (unoccupied plaiteour knowledge of God and also in every
dogmatics, as Barth formulates towards the erdfrch Dogmaticsvol. 1.2. Or, in the
language of the second Romans commentary, this tofpiive Christ event is ‘the opening in
the centre (Mitte) of a wheel’, a metaphor he wsgsEn inChurch Dogmaticsvol. 1.2.,
describing Christian doctrine — and his own theplag well — as the whe#!.

It appears to me that it is Barth’s challenge bsn &is struggle to use this radically
kenotic topology of a ‘Mitte’ to structure his refition on prayer and thence his entire
Christology within the framework of a doctrine abgidence, and more specifically, to use it
as a paradoxical foundation or ground for God’s Warschaft’ (world reign). For however
difficult it is to define and delimit kenosis instraightforward manner seeing that the term is
an economyetweerterms, as | have shown, at least it can be defasdatie opposite of
providence. At least we find a sharp contrast etie Derrida’s topologies, because the
latter's work does not seem to be interested inidemce, salvation or any other victorious
logic. For Derrida, the providence of God, like amycept of a history of salvation, still falls
back into the logocentric structure of identity,igdthmanoeuvres God — and maybe even
humanity after the ‘death of God’ — into some stabhiversal, or eternal position with regard
to the topos of différance. But if this topos igtB& ‘Mitte’, and this ‘Mitte’ is Christ, and
Christ, as the son of human beings (‘Menschensafitfie Son of God, then God is not an
identity. God is not an identity, but a name tddaed’: a name involved in an event that
Derrid?z)a2 reticently calls différance and Barth, miles$s reticently, calls ‘das geschehende
Wort'.

The place and thé/ordis one,
and were the place not
(of all eternal eternity!)
theWordwould not be.

Angelus SilesiusThe Cherubinic Wandergl: 205

3L Church Dogmatic$.2, 867.

32| would like to refer to an earlier publication dhe philosophical analysis of economy: L. ten Kate,
‘Economies of Excess’, in D. Dolrorgxaltation - Images of Religion and DeathDH Foundation,
Amsterdam 2000, 14-19; and to an earlier publicatin Barth and Derrida: L. ten Kate, ‘Randgénge de
Theologie. Prolegomena einer “Theologie der Diffiefeim Ausgang von Derrida und Barth’, in
Zeitschrift fir dialektische Theologiiet-1, autumn 1998, 9-31vhich will be followed by a book on this
subject in 2002.
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