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Abstract:	Jean-Luc	Marion’s	God	without	Being	and	Kevin	Hector’s	Theology	

without	Metaphysics	are	both	concerned	with	the	problems	of	the	metaphysical	

tradition	concerning	language,	knowledge,	transcendence,	and	difference.	Their	

proposed	solutions	to	the	problems	of	metaphysics	presuppose	their	own	

traditions,	Catholic	and	Protestant	respectively.	Marion	attains	a	vantage	point	

independent	of	metaphysically-determined	reality	by	interpreting	the	Eucharist	

as	a	portal	between	transcendent	reality	and	the	world	of	difference.	Hector	sees	

concepts	as	authorised	by	the	practices	of	the	Christian	community.	I	argue	that	

these	two	approaches	do	not	solve	the	problems	of	metaphysics	but	only	conceal	

them	behind	the	language	of	religious	tradition.		
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Introduction	

I	have	chosen	two	narratives	situated	within	the	Christian	meta-narrative	as	key	

examples	to	support	my	thesis.	The	first	is	that	of	Marion’s	God	without	Being	and	

Hector’s	Theology	without	Metaphysics;	these	writers	are	both	concerned	with	

humanity’s	ability	to	communicate	with	God,	given	the	violence	of	our	language,	

yet	their	suggested	solutions	display	their	own	persuasions,	Catholic	and	

Protestant	respectively.		

Marion’s	polemic	is	based	on	the	proposition	that	God	considers	human	language	

as	idolatrous.	Yet	at	bottom	Marion’s	concern	emerges	from	Heidegger’s	

discourse	on	the	critique	of	metaphysics	which	he	(Heidegger)	deconstructs	to	

note	only	two	trajectories,	ontological	and	theological,	and	which	he	went	on	to	

call	onto-theology.	Onto-theology	however	had	its	inception	in	the	singular	

philosophical	category	of	“the	being	of	beings”.	In	his	work	Marion	will	institute	

Pseudo	Dionysius’	critique	of	idols	from	the	Christian	mystical	tradition	to	

mirror	Heidegger’s	critique	and	let	it	reflect	back	onto	theology	proper.	The	

result	is	that	Heidegger’s	philosophical	category	of	the	“the	being	of	beings”	

becomes	sublated	into	a	more	theologically	determined	term	in	that	of	the	idol.	

Yet	Marion’s	style	and	language	remains	uniquely	phenomenological	since	he	

utilizes	it	to	translate	and	describe	the	religious	concepts	of	idol	and	icon.	

Although	Pseudo	Dionysius’	negative	theology	can	be	interpreted	to	

counterbalance	affirmative	theology,	Marion’s	implementation	of	it	is	to	initiate	a	

way	out	of	idolatry	which	he	will	attempt	to	achieve	through	the	Christian	

Eucharistic	event.	This	event	then	becomes	the	only	way	out	of	this	idolatry,	the	

only	iconic	space	for	proper	(non-idolatrous-affirmative)	theology,	and	the	only	

space	for	any	authentic	experience	(non-idolatrous	mystical	theology)	with	the	

true	Christian	God.	

Hector’s	work	reveals	an	acceptance	of	Marion’s	critique	that	language	is	

inherently	violent	but	his	trajectory	comes	from	a	slightly	different	direction.	The	

Western	metaphysical	tradition	understands	language	in	a	way	which	was	

carried	over	into	Patristic	Christianity	from	its	neo-Platonic	origins	by	Augustine	
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of	Hippo.	This	way	of	understanding	sees	language	as	having	an	inner	word	

which	is	contained	in	spoken	and	written	words.	This	can	be	seen	in	Hector’s	

understanding	of	the	term	metaphysics	which	he	goes	on	to	describe	as	having	

two	main	features.		

One	of	these	features	is	that	of	essentialism	(inner	word)	where	it	gives	a	picture	

according	to	which	an	object’s	ultimate	reality	is	identified	with	a	real,	idea-like	

essence,	and	yet	stands	at	a	remove	from	ordinary	experience.	The	later	may	

come	to	seem	inferior.	Since	metaphysics	understands	that	fundamental	reality	

(inner	word)	is	thus	thought	to	stand	apart	from	experience	(external	words),	

according	to	Hector	at	least	it	must	follow	that	human	knowers	are	severed	from	

this	fundamental	reality.	Hector	goes	onto	claim	that	once	these	features	have	

been	made	explicit	it	is	easy	to	see	why	one	would	want	to	avoid	metaphysics	

since	it	seems	alienating,	violent,	and	idolatrous.		

The	other	feature	is	correspondentism	which	is	the	idea	utilized	to	bridge	a	gap	

that	supposedly	opens	up	between	an	inner	word	and	its	transfer	into	external	

words.	The	only	way	to	bridge	this	gap,	Hector	thinks,	is	to	accept	that	our	ideas	

and	words	are	a	correspondence	of	such	reality	yet	to	allow	our	ideas	(inner	

word)	to	be	smoothed	out	(receive	therapy)	to	better	reflect	a	religious	

community’s	designated	usage	(external	words)	of	them.		

This	thesis	will	implement	the	postmodern	method	of	difference	to	destabilize	

Marion’s	interpretation	of	Heidegger’s	intentional	aim	in	his	critique	of	

metaphysics.	Since	this	critique	is	deflected	onto	Pseudo	Dionysius’	negative	

theology	in	his	critique	of	idols	this	also	will	be	destabilized	in	the	process.	The	

final	result	will	see	Marion’s	only	foundation	destabilized	since	it	is	one	that	has	

a	God’s	eye	view	of	human	language	as	being	idolatrous.	My	thesis	will	

demonstrate	that	there	is	no	God’s	eye	view	on	language.	It	will	disclose	a	

postmodern	perspective	of	showing	up	the	principle	of	difference.	However	in	

keeping	with	the	postmodern	method	it	will	not	determine	whether	Marion’s	or	

Hector’s	views	are	correct	or	incorrect	but	will	only	directly	and	indirectly	

support	a	postmodern	perspective	of	difference.									
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Most	of	the	research,	from	which	Marion’s	and	Hector’s	positions	are	considered,	

will	be	presented	in	chapter	1.	My	account	will	also	resemble	some	approaches	

employed	by	continental	thinkers	(Kearney	1984).	A	brief	analysis	of	the	term	

postmodernism	will	also	be	required	followed	up	by	a	short	history	and	

discussion	of	those	movements	that	are	considered	postmodern,	and	this	will	

produce	a	principle	upon	which	most	postmodern	interpretations	are	thought	to	

rest.	An	interpreter’s	acceptance	of	this	principle	will	automatically	create	a	

further	process	which	will	paradoxically	attach	itself	to	its	underbelly.	The	co-

regency	of	this	principle	idea	and	its	process	will	continually	circulate	to	

produce,	maintain,	and	strengthen	each	of	the	other’s	footing.		

An	interpreter’s	continued	practice	of	circulation	from	principle	to	process	and	

process	to	principle	will	build	up	a	sentiment	that	can	be	considered	

postmodern.	This	attitude	will	also	outwork	itself	in	interpretations	that	will	be	

considered	postmodern.	Such	an	attitude	will	express	itself	with	the	word	

“perhaps”.	This	open-stance	attitude	will	not	resist	or	approve	philosophical	or	

theological	texts	or	their	propositional	statements	but	its	aim	is	only	to	

disseminate2.	Discussions	of	structuralism,	metaphysics,	Christendom,	

philosophical	and	theological	relations,	and	approaches	to	the	biblical	text	will	

further	demonstrate	this	postmodern	principle	of	showing	difference	yet	it	will	

also	recognize	that	any	such	method	is	ultimately	decided	upon	by	an	interpreter	

(Caputo	2006,	49).		It	will	therefore	demonstrate	that	the	postmodern	

fundamental	concept	of	difference	is	an	authentic	way	to	destabilize	Marion’s	

and	Hector’s	stance	in	regard	to	language	being	inherently	violent	and	thus	

idolatrous.		

																																																													
2	Steven	Shakespeare,	Derrida	and	Theology	(London:	T	&	T	International,	2009),	119.	Caputo’s	
principle	of	dissemination	can	be	traced	back	to	Derrida	who	discovers	this	principle	of	dissemination	
in	his	interpretation	of	the	“confusion	of	languages”	in	the	story	of	the	Tower	of	Babel.	“On	the	
surface,	this	narrative,	in	which	the	sovereign	God	punishes	his	creatures	for	their	pride	in	trying	to	
reach	up	to	the	heavens	and	knock	him	off	his	throne.	By	dispersing	humanity	and	multiplying	their	
tongues,	God’s	own	proper	name	has	been	divided	and	disseminated:	And	the	first	war	that	he	
declares	has	first	raged	within	his	name:	divided,	bifid,	ambivalent,	polysemic:	God	deconstructing.	
The	God	of	the	text	still	bears	within	his	name	a	pagan	plurality	(Let	us	descend	.	.	.)	and	the	effect	of	
scattering	humanity	is	also	to	make	the	translation	of	God’s	name	and	nature	unavoidable”.		
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Chapter	1:		

Theological	Language	and	the	Postmodern	Turn	

Postmodernism	

Caputo	traces	the	developments	that	have	led	to	a	“postmodern	turn”	(Caputo	

2006,	48).	He	commences	with	Heidegger’s	hermeneutical	turn,	the	view	that	

“we	can	never	get	out	of	our	skins	and	look	down	upon	ourselves	from	above”	

and	so	“should	realize	that	we	are	in	truth	shaped	by	the	presuppositions	we	

inherit”	(Caputo	2006,	49).	It	is	having	such	presuppositions	that	determine	our	

perspective	on	the	world	as	it	presents	itself	to	us	in	the	“here	and	now”	

(Shakespeare	2009,	27).	

Next	Caputo	identifies	Wittgenstein’s	linguistic	turn,	the	view	that	there	is	no	

such	thing	“as	a	pure,	private,	pre-linguistic	sphere”	(Caputo	2006,	45).	Lastly	he	

identifies	Kuhn	as	instrumental	in	a	“revolutionary	turn”	citing	his	(Kuhn’s)	

perspective	on	the	matter;	“scientists	trust	and	work	under	overarching	

frameworks”	or	“paradigms”	(quoted	in	Caputo	2006,	47).	According	to	Caputo,	

Kuhn	was	coming	“against	the	Enlightenment	camp”	who	thought	that	objectivity	

“was	some	sort	of	eternal	knowledge”	(Caputo	2006,	47).	The	hermeneutical	

turn,	the	linguistic	turn,	and	the	revolutionary	turn	can	be	described,	Caputo	

argues,	as	“the	collective	idea	that	human	thinking	turns	on	the	ability	to	move	

among	shifting	perspectives,	vocabularies,	and	paradigms”	(Caputo	2006,	48).	

The	resulting	postmodern	turn	is	an	attempt	to	move	beyond	the	perceived	

problems	of	Enlightenment	reductionism.	The	result	is	what	Lyotard	described	

as	“incredulity	towards	meta-narratives”	(Lyotard	1984,	1).	Later	in	his	book	The	

Postmodern	Condition	he	extended	this	definition	to	“the	rejection	of	any	meta-

narrative,3	any	grand	theory	of	God	or	the	Absolute,	Eternal	forms,	Universal	

history,	or	Being	in	itself	which	is	supposed	to	be	true	for	all	times	and	from	

every	perspective”	(Lyotard	1984,	344).		

																																																													
3	Jean-Francois	Lyotard,	The	Postmodern	Condition	(1984)	Minnesota,	Minnesota	University	Press,	29.		
“This	is	a	narrative	about	narratives	of	historical	meaning,	experience	or	knowledge,	which	offers	a	
society	legitimation	through	the	anticipated	completion	of	a	(as	yet	realized)	master	idea.”				
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The	rejection	of	meta-narratives	can	be	seen	in	theology.	David	Ford	argues	that	

this	has	led	to	a	“renewed	attitude	toward	mystery	in	the	Christian	faith,”	linked	

to	concepts	like	“gift”,	“otherness”,	“the	impossible”,	and	“messianity”	(D.	F.	Ford	

2007,	345).	The	theological	landscape	has	changed	to	display	a	variety	of	

complex	postmodern	ideas.	This	offers	theologians,	as	well	as	philosophers,	a	

“variety	of	polyvalent	approaches	to	what	has	been	called	the	polyphony	in	

Christian	revelation”	(Kristiansen	2013,	5).		

Post-Structuralism	and	Deconstruction4	

Jensen,	in	recounting	the	hermeneutical	tradition,	retraces	deconstruction’s	

beginnings	back	through	post-structuralism	to	structuralism	and	ultimately	to	

each	of	their	understandings	of	language.	He	situates	his	overview	in	discussions	

that	involve	the	definitions	of	open	and	closed	signs.	He	notes	that	these	had	

emerged	from	a	closed	sign	system	(as	in	structuralism)	but	he	associates	them	

with	an	open	sign	system	and	notes	that	the	distinction	between	the	two	can	

produce	some	very	different	perspectives.	He	begins	with	its	founder	Ferdinard	

de	Saussure	(1857–1913)	who	influenced	many	French	thinkers	during	and	after	

the	Second	World	War	until	the	1970s.	This	system	was	subsequently	replaced	

by	post-structualist	and	deconstructionist	ideas.	Although	he	does	not	pinpoint	

an	exact	time	in	history	for	such	a	transition	from	structuralism	to	

postmodernism	he	identifies	representative	postmodern	thinkers	such	as	Roland	

Barthes	(1915–80),	Jacques	Derrida	(1930–2004),	and	Michel	Foucault	(1926–

84).		

The	following	will	not	be	a	re-telling	of	Jensen’s	entire	account	but	will	refer	to	

points	throughout	his	account	that	will	serve	to	show	his	understanding	of	such	

open	sign	systems	inclusive	of	examples	and	criticisms.	It	will	serve	as	a	way	of	

understanding	the	main	ideas	that	led	to	a	postmodern	understanding	of	
																																																													
4	Steven	Shakespeare,	Derrida	and	Theology	(New	York:	T	&	T	Clarke	Inc.	2009),	24.	“Derrida	originally	
coined	the	term	as	a	translation	of	Heidegger’s	Abbau	(quarrying,	dismantling	or	decomposing),	a	
synonym	for	Destruktion	which	Heidegger	later	hyphenated	and	employed	in	order	to	emphasize	that	
Destruktion	is	not	merely	a	negative	act,	a	Zerstorung,	but	rather	must	be	understood	strictly	as	de-
struere[the	Latin	struere	means	to	lay,	pile,	or	build],	ab-abauen	[quite	literally,	un-building	or	de-
construction]”.		
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language.	A	structualist’s	foremost	intention	was	to	study	the	language	in	and	for	

itself.	Yet	Jensen	states	that	“conventionally	language	was	originally	studied	in	

order	to	find	its	resultant	referent”	(Jensen	2007,	237),	which	in	addition	may	

“possibly	lie	behind,	within,	or	in	front	of	the	text”	(McKenzie	1999,	55).		

In	any	case	it	was	Saussure	who	posited	that	the	best	approach	to	study	language	

was	as	a	self-contained	system.	There	was	really	no	need	to	mount	a	search	for	

any	extra	referent	that	may	exist	outside	the	language	system	itself,	since	he	had	

adduced	that	meaning	which	is	produced	by	its	reference/s	does	not	lay	outside	

itself	but	is	ultimately	produced	by	differences	that	only	lay	within	it.	This	is	in	

contrast	to	Barth’s	“word	of	God”	which	can	be	seen	as	referring	to	something	

outside	the	system;	such	an	understanding	also	aligns	itself	with	the	Western	

hermeneutical	tradition	which	sees	the	“referent	of	the	inner	word	outside	the	

text	yet	that	it	was	encapsulated	in	the	external	visual	words	of	the	text”	

(Hegstad	2004,	21).		

This	early	structualist	system	is	an	abstract	formal	system	of	language	on	which	

the	speaker	draws	in	order	to	speak.	For	them	to	make	sense	of	it	will	require	

noting	the	difference	between	one	given	sign	to	that	of	its	opposite,	or	to	that	of	

its	neighboring	one,	or	to	both	at	the	same	time.	For	example	the	color	orange	is	

not	defined	by	its	orange-ness	but	in	its	opposition	to	red	and	yellow.	Again	the	

sign	mother	can	only	be	determined	when	it	is	shown	to	be	in	opposition	to	

another	sign	such	as	father	and/or	child.	It	is	the	system	then	that	becomes	the	

only	determinant	that	can	decide	on	any	of	the	specific	meanings	referred	to	by	

any	of	its	internal	signs	(Jensen	2007,	236-240).		

This	led	to	an	assumption	that	language	(the	external	word)	is	the	only	

mechanism	that	will	produce	mental	concepts	of	thought	(the	inner	word).	Since	

concepts	can	only	be	conceived	from	language,	it	is	they	alone	that	will	

determine	the	way	in	which	we	perceive	the	external	world.	One	would	think	

that	language	must	construct	and	develop	all	its	own	structural	scaffolds	within	

the	human	mind	as	well	as	all	its	associated	meanings,	and	that	it	is	these	that	

direct,	store,	and	categorize	all	further	possibilities.	From	a	blank	slate	then	the	
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infant	human	psyche	is	developed	through	the	construct	of	language.	Hence	the	

saying,	“language	was	not	made	for	man	but	man	for	language”	(Labron	2009,	

278).									

In	contrast	to	this	paradigm,	previous	hermeneutical	perspectives	such	as	those	

of	Schleiermacher,	Heidegger	and	Gadamer	had	accepted	the	subjective	premise	

that	an	eternal	inner	word	exists	in	external	words	(Jensen	2007,	16).	What	such	

hermeneutical	thinkers	saw	as	their	task	was	to	recover	the	inner	word	(Hector	

2011,	34)	and	thereby	to	gain	its	pure	eternal	meaning.	Their	decision	to	accept	

this	view	of	language	brought	with	it	many	other	commitments,	not	least	the	

understanding	that	a	loss	occurs	in	the	transfer	of	the	inner	word	to	external	

speech	and	writing,	resulting	in	“these	external	written	words”	being	seen	“only	

as	inferior	containers	that	housed	a	superior	essence	or	spirit”	(Jensen	2007,	62-

63).	Written	words	contain	the	true	referent,	an	inner	word	(logos),	in	much	the	

same	way	that	the	human	body	contains	its	spirit.	Yet	it	was	this	internal	essence	

that	was	considered	the	superior	of	the	two.	And	it	is	from	such	a	view	of	

language	that	an	entire	tradition	emerged.	The	metaphysical	tradition	presents	

its	understanding	of	language	as	ontological	(Walsh	1966,	24-25),	an	external	

encasement	containing	an	internal	and	eternal	living	essence.		

This	ontological	understanding	originates	in	the	philosophical	ideas	of	Plato.	It	

was	he	who	proposed	that	the	mind	housed	an	eternal	paradigm	of	forms	and	

that	these	had	left	their	reflection	on	our	empirical	world.	This	paradigm	is	the	

true	form	of	reality	and	not	an	inferior	empirical	copy.	This	understanding	is	

beautifully	presented	by	Plato’s	cave	allegory	(Plato	2011,	54-56).	Jensen	in	his	

account	nods	in	agreement	to	the	importance	that	Augustine	placed	on	the	

human	memory	which,	Augustine	believed,	stored	all	“our	perceptions	and	

emotions	which	we	had	had	in	our	life”.	This	understanding	had	also	been	

included	in	his	Christian	system	which	Jensen	claims	had	been	“imported	from	

the	neo-Platonic	system”	(Jensen	2007,	17).	Such	an	understanding	also	sees	

memory	as	a	container,	but	here	memory	contains	perceptions	and	emotions	

instead	of	Plato’s	forms.	Yet	it	still	follows	that	since	these	ideal	perceptions	and	
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emotions	are	dispersed	into	the	external	world	they	must	be	considered	superior	

to	their	inferior	language	containers.	It	must	also	follow	that	the	pure	meaning	of	

our	perceptions	and	emotions	lose	some	of	their	force	in	this	dispersion.	Such	an	

understanding	of	language	will	go	on	to	play	an	important	part	in	determining	

the	movement	of	understanding	as	it	refers	to	a	sign’s	external	referent.		

For	the	moment,	though,	the	important	point	is	that	the	hermeneutical	tradition	

and	the	structualist	system	seem	to	agree	that	“the	way	in	which	we	interpret	the	

world	is	usually	determined	by	the	way	in	which	we	understand	language”	

(Jensen	2007,	59).	The	hermeneutical	tradition	presupposes	language	signs	as	

containers	whose	task	is	to	recover	an	eternal	inner	word	along	with	its	

meaning,	whereas	the	structualist	is	more	“interested	in	language	as	a	system	

without	necessarily	considering	any	external	reference/meaning	(Jensen	2007,	

237).	Later	thinkers	considered	that	language	had	the	priority	in	determining	all	

the	mind’s	structures	and	mental	concepts;	in	this	way	they	differed	from	the	

hermeneutic	tradition’s	understanding	which	saw	memory	as	a	storehouse	of	

already	given	eternal	forms,	or	emotions	and	perceptions,	from	which	spoken	

and	written	language	are	derived.		

Jensen	notes	that	Saussure’s	structualist	system	was	applied	to	three	different	

disciplines.	This	began	with	Levi-Strauss	who	initially	implemented	it	to	

understand	early	human	tribal	myths	and	customs,	yet	when	he	found	that	these	

gave	up	some	of	the	underlying	and	fundamental	elements	to	their	structure	he	

went	on	to	use	these	to	help	devise	a	universal	“mythological	vocabulary”	

(Jensen	2007,	239).	He	determined	a	vocabulary	by	articulating	four	categories	

using	the	Oedipus	myth	as	his	test	case,	and	it	was	from	here	that	he	rigorously	

devised	his	mythical	vocabulary.	This	vocabulary	was	then	implemented	as	a	

paradigm	to	interpret	all	mythological	texts.	Yet	what	he	discovered	was	that	

myths	respond	better	to	a	deeper	level	of	interpretation	than	the	literal.	

Levi-Strauss	further	utilized	the	structuralist	paradigm	to	interpret	early	

“customs,	kingship	systems,	and	food	laws”	(Jensen	2007,	240).	His	aim	was	to	

unearth	the	deep	structures	in	these	practices	and	found	that	they	disclosed	even	
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deeper	structures	in	the	human	mind.	It	is	from	the	strategy	of	dredging	that	he	

identified	their	purposes	in	the	development	of	human	communities,	even	

concluding	that	without	such	structures	“human	society	would	not	have	been	at	

all	possible”	(Jensen	2007,	242).	The	two	structural	elements	he	highlighted	

were	those	of	“contradiction	and	opposition”	(Jensen	2007,	242)	and	he	believed	

that	it	was	these	elements	that	really	lay	deep	beneath	the	basic	structure	of	our	

world	seen	in	the	“telling	of	myths,	establishing	kinship	structures,	and	to	the	

making	of	totems”	(Jensen	2007,	242).		

In	Derrida’s	interpretation,	Levi-Strauss	“wants	to	overcome	the	old	division	

between	nature	and	culture.	The	key	fact	around	which	he	disputes	the	validity	

of	the	distinction	is	the	incest	prohibition	which	seems	to	be	both	universal	to	all	

societies	and	therefore	natural	but	at	the	same	time	is	still	a	prohibition	or	law	

and	therefore	cultural”	(Shakespeare	2009,	52).	At	the	bottom	of	this	debate	

then,	according	to	Derrida,	is	a	contradiction.	The	telling	of	myths,	the	

establishing	of	kinship	structures	and	the	making	of	totems	proved	to	be	very	

helpful	to	our	early	predecessors	in	coming	to	terms	with	the	various	

contradictions	and	oppositions	which	were	already	a	part	of	their	daily	lives.		

Aligning	Jensen’s	definition	of	an	open	sign	system	with	Levi-Strauss’	discovery	

means	that	texts	only	reflect	what	their	writers	had	already	experienced	of	their	

world:	in	Levi-Strauss’	view,	oppositions	and	contradictions.	Yet	any	strict	

external	reference	can	only	be	adequately	determined	by	what	it	means	to	those	

who	experience	them	in	their	own	context	(Caputo,	1993,	34-45).	It	must	follow	

according	to	this	conclusion	that	Levi-Strauss’	position	reflected	his	own	interest	

and	preference.	This	is	the	argument	of	Derrida	who	wrote	that	Levi-Strauss	

longed	for	a	“nostalgic	lost	centre,	origin	or	foundation”	which	he	thought	might	

exist	“closer	to	the	pristine	founts	of	myth”	(Shakespeare	2009,	55).	Perhaps,	

then,	it	is	Levi-Strauss’	own	subjective	preference	that	can	be	seen	as	the	true	

referent	of	his	system.	

Jacques	Lacan	also	incorporated	structuralism	in	his	psychoanalytical	approach.	

Since	he	accepted	Jung’s	premise	that	the	“unconscious	has	a	language	of	its	
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own”	(Edinger	1972,	37),	he	went	on	to	surmise	that	it	is	the	unconscious	which	

actually	speaks	by	“producing	psychological	symptoms”	(Jensen	2007,	244).	

These	symptoms	can	in	turn	be	interpreted	in	much	the	same	way	that	speech	is	

interpreted.	That	is,	in	just	the	same	way	that	a	symbol	or	metaphor	signifies	

something	beyond	itself,	“compulsive	behavior”	can	also	refer	to	something	else	

beyond	itself	such	as	“a	suppressed	desire”	(Jensen	2007,	244).	Yet	such	a	

signified	is	hard	to	interpret.	It	must	be	left	up	to	the	analyst	to	discern	and	

clarify	its	exact	signification.	Although	a	conscious	utterance	or	action	is	the	

psychoanalyst’s	reference	point,	each	concluding	analysis	must	be	achieved	via	

the	interpretive	paradigm	of	the	unconscious	(archetypes).	This	understanding,	

according	to	Jensen	(Jensen	2007,	245),	gives	the	illusion	that	it	is	the	

unconscious	that	is	in	control	of	the	conscious.	Yet	in	Lacan’s	view,	human	

control	is	indeterminate	when	it	comes	to	the	unconscious	and	conscious:	“the	

conscious	and	the	unconscious	are	involved	in	a	battle	which	lasts	a	lifetime”	

(Jung	1976,	44).		

Although	it	was	up	to	the	psychoanalyst	to	discern	the	conscious	action	or	

utterance	whilst	at	the	same	time	considering	it	in	accord	with	other	

unconscious	signifieds,	this	was	ultimately	determined	by	the	analyst	who	would	

stop	the	process	if	need	be	so	that	it	would	not	continue	into	an	infinite	regress	–	

into	the	indeterminate	“nowhere”	(Jensen	2007,	247).	The	logic	here	is	what	led	

the	post-structualist	to	surmise	that	this	interruption	of	regress	was	subjectively	

determined	by	the	psychoanalyst.	This	would	imply	that	the	early	structualist’s	

premise	is	wrong:	the	subject,	and	not	the	text	itself,	decides	what	a	signifier	

signifies	in	a	text.	The	implications	of	this	conclusion	have	been	explored	in	many	

disciplines,	from	literary	criticism	to	psychology	and	sociology	(Jensen	2007,	

248).	

Roland	Barthes	has	developed	these	postmodern	implications	fully.	If	the	subject	

determines	its	own	referent	then	every	referent	is	merely	a	subjective	one.	

Barthes,	who	arms	himself	with	this	“relative”	(Putnam	1981,	121)	structualist	

idea,	becomes	very	playful	and	indeterminate.	He	applies	his	view	to	a	wide	
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variety	of	objects	and	cultural	productions.	He	dubs	all	French	cultural	practices,	

such	as	drinking	wine	and	going	to	striptease	clubs,	as	a	“function	to	legitimize	

bourgeois	society	and	make	it	operate	better”	(Jensen	2007,	249).	He	claims	that	

myths	hide	nothing:	“they	just	distort”	(Jensen	2007,	249).	What	myths	actually	

do	is	to	transform	a	particular	history	into	a	human	universal	characteristic	“by	

pretending	that	a	social	construct	is	something	natural”	(Jensen	2007,	250).	

Bourgeois	interests,	then,	can	now	be	seen	as	an	inherent	universal	characteristic	

of	every	human	being,	or	to	use	Derrida’s	example	and	still	make	the	same	point,	

the	“European	ways	of	thinking	have	a	kind	of	universal	cultural	validity”	

(Shakespeare	2009,	52).		

Barthes	saw	the	universe	as	a	multitude	of	signs	loaded	with	unlimited	meaning.	

And	it	was	he	who	ultimately	determined	their	meanings	from	his	own	subjective	

standpoint.	Every	sign	points	potentially	“to	every	other	sign”	(Jensen	2007,	

250).	Barthes	had	eliminated	the	author	and	so	the	authority	of	interpretation.	

Any	sentence	in	a	text	does	not	house	“a	single	theological	meaning”,	but	it	

exposes	a	“multidimensional	space”	where	an	unlimited	amount	of	other	texts,	

“none	of	them	original,”	converge	(Jensen	2007,	251).	What	authors	do	is	weave	

the	thoughts	of	other	writers	into	their	own	cloak	of	many	colors	(Shakespeare	

2009,	46-68).		

The	reader	is	now	called	into	this	multidimensional	space	“to	play”	(Shakespeare	

2009,	54).	He	or	she	is	designated	as	a	co-producer	of	texts.	The	reader	is	now	

the	“one	who	holds	together	in	a	single	field	all	the	traces	by	which	the	written	

text	is	constituted”	(Ricoeur	1976,	87).	Barthes,	who	likens	the	reader	to	“a	

musician	who	plays	a	score”	(Jensen	2007,	254),	also	considered	that	writers	are	

involved	in	the	production	of	meaning.	They	re-produce	it	in	much	the	same	way	

that	I	am	re-describing	Jensen’s	descriptive	account	of	Barthes’	repetition	of	

previous	written	texts.	They	also	repeat	thoughts	from	various	other	and	

previous	texts	or	spoken	communications	(Shakespeare	2009,	46-68).	In	the	

same	way	that	a	musical	score	is	not	just	deciphered	to	remain	an	un-played	

piece	of	theory,	but	is	appropriated	by	the	musician	in	the	practice	and	the	
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pleasure	of	playing,	so	also	with	post-moderns	who	will	“disseminate”	texts	

(Derrida	1978,	276).		

Since	texts	are	only	assessed	from	a	reader’s	own	experience	of	the	world	

(Caputo	1993,	38-55)	the	life	force	in	a	text	will	manifest	itself	in	front	of	the	text.	

This	collusion,	where	the	reader	injects	their	life	form	into	the	text	and	where	the	

text	mutates	it,	can	be	likened	to	making	coffee:	the	text	changes	the	reader’s	

original	life	form	into	another	new	life	form	and	disperses	it	in	front	of	the	text.	

And	finally	in	much	the	same	way	that	a	person	drinks	the	coffee	presented	in	

the	cup,	the	reader	imbibes	the	new	life	form	presented	to	them	in	front	of	the	

text.	It	is	in	this	meeting	of	“two	horizons”	(Thiselton	1980,	56)	that	a	

transformation	happens	and	another	synergized	horizon	is	created.	Now	from	

this	new-created	horizon	the	reader	begins	again	to	interpret	the	world	around	

them	in	a	way	that	is	inclusive	of	the	texts	they	have	read.	

Considered	as	a	cloak	of	many	colors,	texts	have	an	unlimited	number	of	

possibilities.	Just	as	there	are	as	many	signifieds	to	seek	in	a	text,	so	there	are	

many	subjective	horizons	in	which	to	find	them.	Hermeneutically	speaking,	then,	

human	beings	and	texts	are	inseparably	united	to	each	other	in	an	eternal	

marriage:	“living	is	expressed	in	texts”	(Kearney	1984,	127).		

Deconstruction	

The	deconstructive	perspective	differs	ever	so	slightly	from	that	of	the	post-

structualist,	not	only	because	it	comes	from	a	critique	of	the	phenomenological	

philosophy	of	Heidegger	(Derrida	2003,	40-67),	but	more	specifically	because	the	

deconstructionist	understanding	of	language	differs	from	that	of	Heidegger.	

Heidegger	claimed	that	language	is	that	which	grants	human	beings	things.	He	

described	this	process	as	a	disclosure	of	“the	meaningful	relationships	by	which	

an	individual	thing	is	related	to	the	world	and	the	world	to	the	thing”	(Caputo	

1993,	32).	Language’s	endowment	gives	the	world	its	“meaningful	whole”	

(Shakespeare	2009,	13).	It	not	only	makes	things	empirically	present	but	also	

brings	things	that	are	absent	into	existence	“by	disclosing	the	meaningful	
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relationships	…	in	which	the	thing	dwells”	(Marion	1998,	52).	For	Heidegger	

language	is	the	logos;	it	is	that	which	gives	each	thing	meaning	by	communicating	

to	each	its	inter-relationship	to	all	other	beings	in	the	world	(Thomson	2000,	

320-26).		

Derrida	“vehemently”	disagrees	with	Heidegger’s	“logocentrism”	by	insisting	that	

language	does	not	have	the	capacity	to	make	present	or	even	to	give	everything	

meaning	(Shakespeare	2009,	66).	Derrida	will	only	attribute	to	language	a	

signifying	capability,	much	like	the	post-structualist’s	theory	which	sees	signs	as	

only	signifying	other	signifiers	.	.	.	ad	infinitum.	Following	from	this,	Derrida	sees	

deconstruction	as	that	which	only	identifies	the	opposites	of	binary	couplets	and	

then	subverts	them	(Jensen	2007,	259).	Yet	deconstruction	does	not,	like	post-

structuralism,	acknowledge	any	reducible	referent	as	present;	there	is	only	

difference.	

It	follows	then,	for	deconstruction,	that	play	is	understood	as	the	disruption	of	

presence.	Derrida	denies	any	“timeless,	absolute	origin	of	truth”	(Shakespeare	

2009,	50)	and	he	therefore	institutes	the	concept	of	play	as	his	only	theory	of	

origin.	Play	comes	first	and	generates	presence	and	absence.	Play	is	an	origin.	

Play,	or	difference,	does	not	resolve	anything	but	it	“keeps	decision	making,	

politics	and	faith	alive”	(Shakespeare	2009,	50).	Difference	refuses	to	arbitrate	by	

“coming	down	on	one	side	or	the	other”	(Shakespeare	2009,	50).	This	is	a	very	

different	conclusion	to	that	of	the	history	of	metaphysics	in	the	West	which	“has	

always	depended	on	the	idea	of	structured	knowledge	and	which	is	given	order	

and	unity	by	a	centre,	a	point	of	presence,	a	fixed	origin”	(Derrida	1978,	278).		

Metaphysics										

This	history	will	draw	on	Armstrong’s	and	Thompson’s	accounts	of	Greek	

metaphysical	beginnings5	although	it	can	only	be	imagined	how	the	story	of	

																																																													
5	Jacques	Derrida,	Writing	and	Difference	(London:	Routledge,	1978.),	246.	“For	there	is	no	word,	nor	
in	general	a	sign,	which	is	not	constituted	by	the	possibility	of	repeating	itself.	A	sign	which	does	not	
repeat	itself,	which	is	not	already	divided	by	repetition	in	its	first	time,	is	not	a	sign.	The	signifying	
referral	therefore	must	be	ideal	–	and	ideality	is	but	the	assured	power	of	repetition	–	in	order	to	
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metaphysics	really	began.	It	would	have	involved	a	specific	scene	involving	a	

master	storyteller	and	his	disciple.	Thales	sat	upon	a	rock,	his	beloved	disciple	

Anaximander	before	him.	It	could	be	imagined	how	he	suddenly	lifted	his	eyes	

and	locked	them	upon	those	of	his	student	and	how	he	had	slowly	licked	his	lips	

which	would	have	become	tainted	with	his	saliva	before	lifting	his	hand	to	his	

mouth	and	putting	his	forefinger	in	it.	He	would	have	most	likely	contemplated	

the	moist	feeling	and	its	texture	upon	his	lips.	He	may	have	slowly	rubbed	it	

between	his	forefinger	and	thumb.	It	would	not	be	so	difficult	to	imagine	the	

consistency	of	its	moisture	and	how	this	may	have	invaded	his	thoughts	and	

puzzled	his	mind.	One	could	imagine	that	his	face	may	have	been	creased	with	

puzzlement	and	his	mouth	agape	before	he	blurted	out	to	his	beloved	disciple	

Anaximander:	“the	first	principle	to	life	is	‘the	moist	(Gk.	to	hugron)”	and	it	is	

from	this	substance	that	“all	of	life	was	developed	spontaneously”	(Armstrong	

1981,	3).		

One	could	only	guess	at	Anaximander’s	response	how	he	may	have	been	

unconvinced	by	his	teacher’s	statement.	He	may	have	been	nervously	fidgeting	

with	a	blade	of	grass.	One	could	only	guess	that	he	may	have	mustered	up	all	his	

courage	whilst	taking	in	a	deep	breath	before	he	also	stood	but	only	to	point	into	

the	sky	and	exhale	and	whisper:	“the	air	is	divine	breath	(Gk.	to	apeiron)”	and	

“the	world	resembles	a	man’s	body”	thus	it	is	the	“divine	air	that	has	made	the	

human	soul”	(Armstrong	1981,	5).				

Perhaps	following	Thales’	discovery	that	all	life	was	spontaneously	developed	

from	and	encompassed	the	moist	ontology	having	been	inspired	by	this	

speculative	notion	searched	for	the	most	general	ground	of	beings.	It	tried	to	

determine	the	essence	that	all	beings	had	in	common.	Through	this	search	it	

produced	a	picture	of	an	exemplary	being	and	elected	its	“Being’	–	as	a	kind	of	

being”	that	it	had	proposed	that	“all	other	beings	may	share”	(Armstrong	1981,	

																																																																																																																																																																															
refer	to	the	same	thing	each	time.”		There	are	many	reinterpretations	of	Greek	metaphysical	
beginnings	and,	based	upon	the	presupposition	that	not	one	retelling	can	be	held	over	that	of	
another,	I	have	decided	to	use	the	framework	of	narrative	to	imagine	Armstrong’s	version.		
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6).	Consequently	all	life	forms	were	credited	to	this	“Being”	and	from	this	“Being”	

“all	other	beings	are	thus	unified	or	composed”	(Armstrong	1981,	6).			

Also,	one	could	imagine	that	in	the	same	way	that	Anaximander	had	believed	that	

all	of	life	was	developed	from	the	divine	air	or	divine	breath	theology	having	

been	inspired	by	this	speculative	notion	searched	for	a	ground	upon	which	it	

could	place	all	other	life	forms.	The	“Highest	or	Supreme	Being	which	they	

already	conceived	of	as	God”	became	their	ground	for	all	beings	(Armstrong	

1981,	6).			

Moreover	it	is	the	fundamental	metaphysical	aim	both	ontologically	and	

theologically	to	strive	for	an	ultimate	ground.	When	this	ground	had	been	

determined	it	would	proceed	to	discover	principles	from	which	it	could	account	

for	the	existence	of	everything	else.	This	search	for	a	foundational	claim	seems	to	

be	initiated	from	two	different	and	opposing	directions	from	“a	top	down,		

highest	being/theological	founding”	as	well	as	from	“a	bottom	up,	basic	

being/ontological	ground-giving,	or	establishing”	(Thomson	2000,	302).	One	

could	surmise	that	upon	this	ground	of	groundings	a	superstructure	of	claims,	

ideas,	beliefs,	and	principles	was	developed	and	it	subsequently	became	the	

groundings	to	substantiate	all	further	claims	(Thomson	2000,	302).		

This	is	perhaps	the	story	about	the	development	of	metaphysical	theories	but	

perhaps	it	lacks	character	or	indeed	characters.	For	the	metaphysical	aim	

involving	ontology	and	theology	do	not	appear	to	be	characters	with	motives	or	

intentions,	although	they	are	often	portrayed	this	way.	In	any	case	the	same	

theme	can	be	applied	to	the	story	of	a	man.				

This	man	can	be	the	famous	or	infamous	metaphysician	Descartes.	Descartes’	

narrative,	his	search	for	a	grounding	principle,	is	elucidated	in	his	works	

Discourses	on	Methods	and	Mediations	on	First	Philosophy	(Decartes	1998,	2-10).	

Through	his	tumultuous	meditations	in	which	he	denied	all	reality	he	discovered	

an	ontological	foundation	“a	thinking	thing”,	and	this	is	what	he	accepted	as	his	

ultimate	ground	(Decartes	1998,	2-10)	and	from	which	he	declared	all	
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subsequent	claims.	His	second	speculative	claim	pulled	down	another	being	into	

itself	yet	it	appears	according	to	Nietzsche,	at	least,	that	this	“Being”	that	

presented	itself	before	him	was	merely	his	own	presupposed	God	of	Christianity	

(Nietzsche	1908,	134).	

Christendom			

Who	can	forget	Tertullian’s	statement,	“What	has	Athens	have	to	do	with	

Jerusalem”	(McGrath	2011,	10),	or	what	had	the	metaphysical	tradition	to	do	

with	the	Christian	tradition?	As	also	noted	above	Augustine’s	understanding	of	

the	memory	had	a	connection	with	neo-Platonic	thought	which	he	brought	into	

Christian	thinking	and	which	the	hermeneutical	tradition	also	took	on	in	its	

understanding	of	language.	Yet	it	is	the	postmodern	attempt	to	refuse	to	gather	

traditions,	schools	of	thought	or	groups	into	one	monolithic	entity	but	to	find	

ways	to	destabilize	such	unrealistic	and	totalizing	ventures.	Although	philosophy	

and	theology	involve	many	individual	thinkers	it	is	sometimes	necessary	to	go	

along	with	some	of	these	group’s	thinkers	who	totalize	in	order	to	engage	with	

their	work.	Caputo	is	no	exception.								

It	is	Caputo’s	belief	that	postmodern	theory	has	seen	a	renewed	relationship	

between	theology	and	philosophy.	As	part	of	the	final	development	in	his	

argument	in	Philosophy	and	Theology	(Horizons	in	Theology)	he	will	maintain	that	

the	animosity	experienced	during	these	earlier	periods	between	pre-modernity	

and	modernity	was	mainly	due	to	the	other’s	abuse	of	political	power,	noting	

wryly	that	“however	one	works	it	out,	whoever	gets	the	power	-	in	our	case,	

whether	it	be	the	philosophers	or	theologians	-	the	other	one,	who	lacks	the	

power,	is	in	trouble”	(Caputo,	Philosophy	and	Theology	(Horizons	in	Theology)	

2006,	12).	Thus	he	begins	his	overview	during	the	pre-modern	period	often	

referred	to	as	the	age	of	faith.	The	age	of	faith	is	understood	by	Caputo	to	“stretch	

from	the	time	of	Augustine	to	the	time	of	the	high	Middle	Ages”	(Caputo,	

Philosophy	and	Theology	(Horizons	in	Theology)	2006,	13)	and	was	an	era	

where	the	relationship	between	theology	and	philosophy	for	the	most	part	

resembled	a	relationship	to	that	of	a	king	and	his	interpreter	or	advisor.	It	was	
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also	a	time	when	(apparently)	everyone	had	faith.	In	order	to	show	the	general	

relations	between	philosophy	and	theology	through	this	period	and	to	

summarise	Caputo’s	extended	version	of	the	history	connected	with	it	I	have	

taken	the	liberty	to	draw	the	following	comparisons.																	

It	was	from	Socrates’	story	that	his	student	Plato	revised	his	friend’s	teachings	to	

suit	his	own	hierarchical	ideas	of	universals	and	their	inferior	empirical	copies.	

He	also	wrote	about	the	powerful	integrity	of	his	teacher’s	resolve	to	maintain	

his	dignity	and	principles	which	he	had	witnessed	firsthand	during	his	final	days.	

Inspired	by	this,	Plato	inaugurated	a	school	to	carry	on	his	master’s	legacy	to	

search	for	“things	under	the	earth	and	above	the	heavens”	and	not	only	did	he	

teach	about	universals	but	he	was	“as	much	influenced	by	what	he	saw	(what	is)	

as	by	what	he	thought	(why	it	is)”	(Plato	2011,	2).		

Then	at	a	later	time	the	great	church	father	Augustine	whose	“long	shadow	

stretches	over	the	history	of	theology	and	philosophy	to	this	day”	(Caputo,	

Philosophy	and	Theology	(Horizons	in	Theology)	2006,	13)”	“sat	down	to	table	

with	the	wisdom	of	the	world”	and	through	this	ongoing	dialogue	there	“came	

pouring	into	Christianity	and	into	Western	culture	a	stream	of	philosophical	

assumptions”	(Caputo,	Philosophy	and	Theology	(Horizons	in	Theology)	2006,	

13).	Augustine’s	teachings	were	in	many	respects	a	syncretism	of	Platonic	ideas	

and	early	Catholic	Christian	beliefs	(Caputo,	Philosophy	and	Theology	(Horizons	

in	Theology)	2006,	13).		

The	continuation	of	these	ideas	can	be	identified	in	the	writings	of	the	“father	of	

the	scholastics”	Anselm	(Ables	2010,	245)	who	had	worked	from	an	“Augustinian	

direction	(top	down)”	and	carried	through	Augustine’s	underlining	Platonic	

meaning	that	“the	true	world	is	above”	and	“this	sensible	world	here	is	only	a	

copy”	(Plato	2011,	323).	These	ideals/ideas	can	also	be	discerned	in	his	written	

works	on	meditation	and	contemplation	which	he	wrote	for	the	monks	at	Bec,	

the	Monologion	and	Proslogion	respectively	(Canterbury	2012,	1-3).	Anselm	had	

concluded	that	the	search	for	God	is	above	or	beyond	but	there	is	no	need	to	

search	for	him	“by	going	outside	(what	is)	since	that	search	for	him	must	begin	



22	
	

by	going	within	(why	it	is	or	beyond	what	is)”	(Caputo,	Philosophy	and	Theology	

(Horizons	in	Theology)	2006,	13,15).		

Aristotle	had	re-formulated	Plato’s	teachings,	as	Plato	had	done	before	him,	and	

so	instead	of	promoting	his	beloved	teacher’s	instructions	Aristotle	challenged	

and	revised	them.	So	that	instead	of	beginning	with	Plato’s	foundational	belief	in	

perfect	universals	or	forms	outside	the	empirical	sphere	he	adopted	one	that	

brought	the	perfect	categories	of	forms	to	the	earth	and	into	the	minds	of	

humanity,	since	he	thought	that	this	was	a	more	authentic	understanding	to	what	

he	had	experienced	of	the	world.	He	insisted	that	any	search	for	truth	and	

meaning	(why	it	is)	must	“always	start	with	the	sensible	world	under	your	nose	

(what	is)”	rather	than	trying	to	first	look	heavenward	and	speculative	about	

unseen	universals	or	conjure	up	their	first	cause	(why	is	it)	(Caputo,	Philosophy	

and	Theology	(Horizons	in	Theology)	2006,	14).		

The	great	Dominican	friar	Thomas	Aquinas	also	happened	to	“sit	down	to	table	

with	the	wisdom	of	the	world”	(Caputo,	Philosophy	and	Theology	(Horizons	in	

Theology)	2006,	15).	The	“dumb	ox”	as	he	was	affectionately	referred	to	is	seen	

to	have	carried	forth	a	part	of	Aristotle’s	teachings,	especially	his	foundational	

empirical	belief	(Walker	1997,	324).	He	taught	that	everything	on	the	planet	had	

been	stamped	with	in-built	laws	from	God	and	that	if	humanity	desired	it	these	

laws	were	able	to	be	discovered.	God	“creates	nature	and	nature	has	been	given	

its	laws”	(Caputo,	Philosophy	and	Theology	(Horizons	in	Theology)	2006,	16)	so	

it	is	up	to	the	“natural	sciences	to	tell	us	precisely	what	in	particular	those	

natural	laws	are”	(Caputo,	Philosophy	and	Theology	(Horizons	in	Theology)	

2006,	16)	and	that	“whatever	is	good	science	is	ipso	facto	good	from	God’s	point	

of	view”.		

As	has	been	mentioned	the	church	had	the	power	and	therefore	it	was	faith	in	

their	stories	that	was	determined	and	deemed	to	be	what	was	reasonable	

(Deanesly	1969,	325-326).	It	was	during	this	time	the	relationship	between	

theology	and	philosophy	“was	deemed	a	lot	better	.	.	.	before	modern	science	and	

modern	political	tendencies	changed	the	atmosphere”	(Caputo,	Philosophy	and	
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Theology	(Horizons	in	Theology)	2006,	22).	Yet	at	the	same	time	this	alliance	

was	clearly	driven	by	the	demands	of	power	as	Caputo	reminds	us	it	is	“an	

unbroken	principle	in	human	nature”	that	“whoever	has	the	power	abuses	it	and	

if	someone	has	absolute	power	he	or	she	abuses	it	absolutely”	(Caputo,	

Philosophy	and	Theology	(Horizons	in	Theology)	2006,	23).	And	this	had	

certainly	been	the	case	with	the	popes	during	the	time	of	the	pre-modern	era	

(Frend	1976,	322-356).	With	their	“deep	hierarchical	top-down	order	inscribed	

in	all	life;	the	heavens	and	God	above	and	earth	and	us	below,	with	kings	and	

queens	above	and	everyday	ordinary	people	below,	priests	up,	lay	people	down,	

men	up,	women	down	and	finally	theology	above	and	philosophy	below,	as	a	

handmaiden	to	the	queen”	(Caputo,	Philosophy	and	Theology	(Horizons	in	

Theology)	2006,	11),	all	of	life	was	hemmed	in	and	under	control	and	if	there	was	

any	threat	to	this	perfect	system	the	leaders	and	authorities	were	able	to	quell	

these	threats	(Caputo,	Philosophy	and	Theology	(Horizons	in	Theology)	2006,	

11).		

If	anyone	challenged	the	Catholic	Church’s	interpretive	authority	which	was	

determined	by	their	creeds,	traditions	and	their	scriptural	stories	they	were	

unmercifully	and	severely	punished	(Frend	1976,	345-47).	This	meant	that	any	

new	or	revolutionary	interpretations	were	viewed	with	the	utmost	suspicion	

(antithetical	to	the	revolutionary	turn	posed	by	Kuhn).	However	the	seemingly	

indomitable	rule	of	the	Catholic	Church	finally	ended.	As	to	the	time	of	their	

demise	there	is	much	conjecture	but	according	to	Caputo	it	was	in	the	time	of	

“the	very	modern	man,	Descartes”	(Caputo,	Philosophy	and	Theology	(Horizons	

in	Theology)	2006,	23).		

In	the	light	of	such	corruptive	use/abuse	of	power	Caputo	contends	that	

modernity	was	a	necessary	corrective	that	the	“Enlightenment	or	modernity	era	

is	a	necessary	phase,	and	an	essential	course	correction,	in	working	out	a	

satisfactory	reconciliation	of	the	competing	claims	of	faith	and	reason”	(Caputo,	

Philosophy	and	Theology	(Horizons	in	Theology)	2006,	30).	At	the	same	time	he	

clearly	maintains	that	philosophy	is	indispensable	to	theology	and	that	
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“everything	depends	upon	understanding	the	faith	that	is	in	you,	thinking	it	

through	and	out,	in	dialogue	with	others,	and	with	everything	else	that	God	has	

given	us.	That	is	why	if	theology	proceeds	without	philosophy	it	is	at	great	

personal	risk	to	itself”	(Caputo,	Philosophy	and	Theology	(Horizons	in	Theology)	

2006,	35).		

Everything	depends	upon	understanding	the	faith	that	is	in	you.	The	postmodern	

view	is	perhaps	best	expressed	by	a	variation	of	views	and	Caputo’s	statement	

here	certainly	expresses	his	own	open	stance	and	his	postmodern	theory.	Yet	his	

statement	is	also	reminiscent	of	Augustine’s	emphasis	on	“faith	seeking	

understanding”	(Migliore	2004,	2).	Then	again	it	could	very	well	be	inspired	by	

Nietzsche’s	view	that	beliefs	wherever	they	originate	are	the	believing	subject’s	

own	decisions	and	should	be	viewed	“as	just	that;	one’s	own	decisions”	regarding	

what	one	will	believe	(Nietzsche	1908,	28).	Whether	Caputo	has	the	conviction	

behind	this	statement	of	belief	is	a	moot	point	for	he	can	stand	on	both	sides	of	

the	“existence	of	God”	fence	with	Augustine	or	with	Nietzsche	and	still	be	right	

with	his	“perhaps”	(Shakespeare	2009,	82).				

Caputo’s	suggestion	that	“if	theology	proceeds	without	philosophy	it	is	at	great	

personal	risk	to	itself”	(Hector	2011,	38)	but	I	fail	to	see	how	this	can	be	the	case	

since	theology	has	always	and	will	always	proceed	carrying	philosophy	along	

with	it,		and	no	amount	of	effort	can	dissolve	this	union6	despite	many	attempts	

to	do	so.	Marion	also	sees	this	as	the	case	where	he	refers	to	Catholic	teaching	as	

“Theiology”,	a	composite	of	theology	and	philosophy	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	

Being	1991,	65).		

Once	again	it	has	come	back	to	a	first	principle	that	many	thinkers	have	

concluded	(See	discussion	Cahoone	1996,	18-38)	that	it	is	the	human	mind	that	

is	the	ultimate	filter	through	which	we	determine	all	other	phenomena	(Cahoone	

1996,	18).	And	so	it	was	the	case	with	Descartes,	the	Catholic,	who	through	the	
																																																													
6	D.	Stephen	Long,	“Opposing	or	Ignoring	Metaphysics?	Reflections	on	Kevin	Hector’s	Theology	
without	Metaphysics”	Journal	of	Analytic	Theology	Vol.1	Issue	1,	May	2013,	pp	92-107.	“The	‘re-
hellenization’	of	Christianity	in	not	monolithic.	It	affirms	Christianity’s	catholicity,	and	finds	the	
already	Hellenised	Judaism	of	the	first	century,	and	in	scripture,	as	integral	to	the	Christian	faith.”			
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filter	of	his	mind	deemed	his	“Other”	(Levinas	1969,	16)	by	designating	him	the	

Christian	God.	It	was	also	through	the	filter	of	the	mind	of	Descartes,	the	

philosopher,	that	his	ontology	would	precede	his	theology.	And	armed	with	such	

an	understanding	only	further	supports	the	theory	that	Western	metaphysics	

makes	its	claims	upon	two	metaphysical	foundations,	ontology	and	theology,	or	

on	what	another	has	called	the	ground	of	“onto-theology”	(See	discussion	

Thomson	2000,	297-320).7	It	is	upon	these	two	foundations	that	huge	and	

impressive	super	structural	systems	were	built	as	monuments	to	the	ultimate	

truth.						

Yet	there	is	no	proof	that	a	God	defined	by	onto-theology	actually	exists.	On	this	

basis	both	Christianity’s	theological	claims	and	philosophy’s	theological	claims	

can	be	held	in	abeyance	along	with	all	other	metaphysical	theories	(J.-L.	Marion,	

God	without	Being	1991,	145).	And	add	to	this	the	complexity	of	human	nature	

which	makes	it	impossible	to	determine	whether	human	beings	even	have	souls	

(Armstrong	1981,	6)	or	that	they	can	be	ontologically	grounded,	absolutely,	as	

Descartes’	thinking	thing	(Caputo,	Philosophy	and	Theology	(Horizons	in	

Theology)	2006,	45).	It	must	be	further	concluded	that	any	onto-theological	

absolutes	concerning	the	makeup	of	the	human	core	are	also	unfounded	(Renaut	

1997,	65-87).	This	puts	a	question	mark	upon	theology’s	and	ontology’s	absolute	

claims.		

Could	it	be	that	from	these	grand	structures	and	these	seemingly	impenetrable	

foundations	we	are	left	with	mere	speculations?	These	onto-theological	

foundations	have	been	promoted	as	if	they	were	“indisputable	givens”	(Harrison-

Barbet	2001,	25-67).	Another	discourse	can	be	traced	back	before	onto-theology.	

Thomson	writes	that	before	“Being”	came	to	be	interpreted	in	terms	of	the	

permanent	presence	of	“substance	(ousia)”,	it	was	first	thought	of	and	named	

under	the	dual	terms	of	“emergence	and	disclosure	(physis	and	aletheia”	
																																																													
7	Iain	Thomson	“Ontotheology?	Understanding	Heidegger’s	Destruktion	of	Metaphysics,”	International	
Journal	of	Philosophical	Studies	Vol.8	(3),	(2000),	297-327;	“Metaphysical	systems	make	foundational	
claims	best	understood	as	onto-theological.	Metaphysics	establishes	the	conceptual	parameters	of	
intelligibility	by	ontologically	grounding	and	theologically	legitimating	our	changing	historical	sense	of	
what	is.”		
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(Thomson	2000,	318).	These	two	concepts	safeguarded	“Being”	with	two	“pre-

metaphysical	aspects”.	Its	understanding	could	not	be	reduced	to	single	concepts,	

allowing	a	mirror	like	that	of	onto-theology.	Heidegger	chose	to	call	this	

understanding	“the	inceptive	essence	of	Being”	(Thomson	2000,	318).	This	

earlier	tradition	is	preserved	in	the	pre-Socratic	textual	ruins.	What	Heidegger’s	

deconstruction	of	metaphysics	uncovers	is	not	only	what	comes	to	stand	out	as	

the	single	monolithic	onto-theological	beginning	effected	by	Thales	and	

Anaximander,	but	also	a	historically	intervening	yet	“soon	forgotten	alternative:	

the	multi-aspectual	self-showing	of	Being	preserved	in	the	writings	of	

Parmenides	and	Heraclitus”	(Thomson	2000,	316).		

What	this	means	is	that	Being	can	be	expressed	not	only	through	metaphysics	

but	also	in	“pre-metaphysical,	temporally	dynamic,	non-foundational	terms”	

(Thomson	2000,	317).	However	it	only	took	two	generations	before	this	earlier	

tradition	forgotten	and	replaced	by	metaphysics,	or	onto-theology.	In	any	case	

the	beginning	of	Western	metaphysics	established	by	onto-theology	is	

destabilized	by	the	revelation	of	an	alternative	discourse.	The	discourse	of	Thales	

and	Anaximander	had	a	rival	in	the	one	described	by	Heraclitus	and	Parmenides,	

yet	it	was	one	that	is	non-metaphysical	(onto-logically	constituted)	and	not	

reducible	to	“Being”	showing	up,	and	did	not	result	in	the	“freezing”	of	Being	into	

“a	preconceived	permanent	presence”	(Thomson	2000,	317).		

Seeing	as		

Caputo’s	discussion	of	the	distinction	between	philosophy’s	seeing	clearly	and	

theology’s	seeing	in	part	can	further	support	a	postmodern	view	of	difference.	

His	suggestion	is	that	when	the	postmodern	turn	is	accepted	it	shows	how	both	

disciplines	are	able	to	see	the	face	of	language	and	life	more	fully.	This	will	in	

turn	make	their	distinctions	show	up	while	each	remains	porous	to	the	other.	

Philosophical	“seeing”,	he	argues,	looks	much	like	theological	“believing”,	since	

both	are	based	on	trust	(Caputo	2006,	56).	On	the	one	hand	then	this	weakens	

the	idea	of	“pure	seeing”	which	is	defended	by	Enlightenment	reason,	yet	on	the	

other	hand	it	strengthens	the	idea	of	seeing	“as”,	by	giving	faith	a	larger	role	to	



27	
	

play	in	what	was	until	now	called	reason.	Therefore	any	notions	of	a	“faith-free	

seeing	or	a	presuppositionless	understanding”	are	negated	and	reformulated	in	

order	to	“find	the	right	presuppositions,	the	right	assumptions,	the	right	take,	

and	the	right	vocabulary”	(Caputo	2006,	57).	What	this	means	is	that	the	

distinction	between	philosophy	and	theology	is	a	distinction	between	“two	

faiths”,	not	between	a	reason	that	sees	and	a	faith	that	does	not	see	(Caputo	

2006,	57).		

Although	Caputo	implements	this	argument	to	unite	theology	and	philosophy,	

actually	he	exposes	a	difference	in	their	foundations.	Both	disciplines	look	to	

some	pure	stopping	from	which	to	build	their	subsequent	claims	to	ultimate	

reality.	As	noted	above,	early	structuralism	with	its	turn	to	language	thought	it	

could	break	away	from	this	foundationalism,	but	it	was	ultimately	faced	with	the	

frustration	of	a	foundationalism	that	it	had	actually	never	left.	The	

metaphysically	constituted	aim	as	noted	above	“depends	on	the	idea	of	

structured	knowledge,	which	is	given	order	and	unity	by	a	centre,	a	point	of	

presence,	a	fixed	origin”	(Derrida	1978,	278).	Like	philosophy	and	theology	then,	

early	structuralism	had	to	concede	that	it	had	failed	to	deliver	a	universal	

paradigm.	The	saviour	language	had	not	delivered	to	it	the	foundation	it	so	

desperately	sought.	Yet	it	was	not	language’s	fault	per	se	since	it	can	be	argued	

that	it	actually	did	contain	early	structuralism’s	elusive	philosopher’s	stone.	The	

problem	that	early	structuralism	had	failed	to	recognise	was	plainly	visible	on	

language’s	face.	It	had	just	failed	to	make	the	postmodern	turn	to	see	and	

interpret	language	from	a	finite	perspective	instead	of	from	an	infinite	one.	Early	

structuralism	had	still	sought	in	language	a	timeless	and	universal	paradigm	to	

account	for	everything,	the	need	for	a	“necessary	stopping	point	for	any	attempt	

to	account	for	the	changing	and	temporal	world	of	creation”	(Shakespeare	2009,	

19).	But	what	was	seen	plainly	etched	on	the	face	of	language	was	stubbornly	

ignored,	and	another	structuralist	mask	was	placed	over	it.	What	the	

metaphysical	tradition	had	aimed	at	through	onto-theology	was	carried	over	and	

into	the	aim	of	the	hermeneutic	tradition.	Yet	all	that	early	structuralism	needed	

was	a	trip	to	an	optometrist	for	an	eye	check	and	a	replacement	lens.		
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Early	structuralism	and	onto-theology	dreamt	of	gathering	all	things	into	unity,	

back	to	the	security	of	the	origin.	But	the	principle	of	difference	cannot	be	so	

easily	captured.	Any	actual	instance	of	unity	is	always	dependent	upon	

differences;	it	is	always	dependent	on	contingencies,	always	questionable,	and	

always	subject	to	a	future	it	cannot	fully	predict,	much	less	control.	These	

differences	are	a	part	and	parcel	of	the	structure	of	our	world	and	are	expressed	

in	all	our	texts.	

So	while	pre-modern	and	modern	thinkers	aimed	to	account	for	all	of	reality	by	

gathering8	and	unifying	reality	into	one	singular	system	or	foundation,	the	

postmodern	perspective	sees	that	there	is	no	one	such	system	or	foundation	that	

can	account	for	all	of	reality	but	only	one	that	reveals	the	principle	of	difference.	

A	postmodern	perspective	sees	all	texts	made	up	of	bits	and	pieces	of	truth	and	

untruth	(not	Truth	and	un-Truth)	yet	these	are	taken	from	other	current	and	

previous	foundational	systems	(Shakespeare	2009,	57).	It	accepts	that	there	are	

no	particular	meta-narratives	(Lyotard	1984,	56)	that	can	claim	an	ultimate	and	

unbiased	“God’s	eye	point	of	view”	(Putnam	1981,	34)	to	determine	“why	reality	

is”	the	“way	it	is”	and	“the	so	what	of	it”	(Armstrong	1981,	99).	This	postmodern	

understanding	is	acknowledged	despite	the	differences	in	starting	points	

(Caputo,	Cahoone,	Kane,	Lyotard,	Putnam,	Derrida,	Foucault,	Barthes,	Labron,	

Armstrong,	Westphal),	whether	the	interpreter	has	reasoned	from	reality	and	

then	formed	their	ideas	and	theories	from	it	or,	alternatively,	has	started	from	

theories	and	then	tried	to	fit	these	to	reality	(Hector	2011,	2).	Any	interpreter’s	

knowledge	of	reality	i.e.,	any	individual,	group,	or	school	of	thought,	is	locked	in	

and	restricted	by	their	own	“conceptual	scheme,”	“linguistic	framework,”	

“language	game,”	or	“form	of	life”	(Labron	2009,	233).	Thus,	anyone’s	claims	to	a	

“neutral”	or	“absolute”	ground	from	which	to	make	assertions	about	“the	Truth,	

the	Real,	or	the	Good”	(Labron	2009,	234)	are	in	the	end	unfounded.		
																																																													
8	Christopher	Norris,	The	Deconstructive	Turn	(New	York:	Methuen	&	Co.	Ltd,1983),	7.”	The	scandal	of	
deconstruction,	simply	put,	is	its	habit	of	uncovering	a	disjunct	relationship	between	logic	and	
language,	the	order	of	concepts	and	order	of	signification.	This	can	seem	nothing	short	of	scandalous	
to	philosophers	and	theologians	alike	whose	primary	business	is	the	straightening	out	of	our	
conceptual	endeavours	through	a	close	and	rigorous	attention	to	the	workings	of	language.	Yet	it	
comes	up	against	the	problems	implicit	in	its	own	status	as	written	or	textual	discourse.”					
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Inter-textuality	

In	just	the	same	way	that	there	is	no	process	of	discovering	the	origin	of	the	

individual	fragments	that	constitute	knowledge,	so	there	is	no	way	to	determine	

the	original	sources	that	have	been	incorporated	into	the	makeup	of	any	

individual	text.	As	Wolde	has	expressed	in	metaphor,	“it	is	not	the	writer	who	

determines	where	the	drop	ends	and	the	river	begins,	but	the	reader	who	

distinguishes	particular	drops	within	the	unfathomable	quantity	of	water”	

(Wolde	1994,	168),	and	it	is	culture	that	inevitable	determines	“everything	and	

forms	the	universal,	trans-subjective	or	collective	text”	(Wolde	1994,	169).	It	is	

only	the	reader	who	is	left	to	distinguish	between	things	and	it	is	the	reader	only	

who	can	give	them	their	concrete	meanings.		

	

Dissemination	is	the	habit	of	uncovering	a	distinct	relationship	between	logic	

and	language	and	the	order	of	concepts	and	signification.	This	can	seem	nothing	

short	of	scandalous	to	philosophers	and	theologians	alike	whose	primary	

business	is	the	straightening	out	of	our	conceptual	endeavors	through	a	close	

and	rigorous	attention	to	the	workings	of	language.	Yet	it	is	here	precisely	that	

philosophy	and	theology	come	up	against	the	problems	implicit	in	their	own	

status	as	written	or	textual	discourses.	Such	problems	are	equally	apparent	in	

texts	like	those	of	Marion	and	Hector,	which	programmatically	work	to	exclude	

or	marginalize	what	they	see	as	irrelevant.			

Dissemination	works	off	the	premise	that	a	text	always	displays	differences	and	

contradictions	(Shakespeare	2009,	49),	and	such	oppositions	usually	suppress	or	

elevate	one	of	the	partners	of	these	differences.	In	order	to	achieve	its	aim	it	

finds	these	binary	couplets,	in	the	text	and	through	an	analysis,	and	then	tries	to	

determine	which	partner	is	being	suppressed	and	which	is	being	elevated.	Once	

an	imbalance	has	been	identified	in	a	binary	couplet,	it	means	that	the	text	is	a	

possible	candidate	for	postmodern	discussion	(Derrida	1972,	54-56).	This	

prompts	the	interpreter	to	go	in	search	of	its	base	of	operations	in	order	to	

accomplish	its	destabilization.	This	critical	exposure	also	opens	up	the	text	to	a	

variety	of	“playful	or	ridiculous	readings”	(Caputo	1987,	44).	Ultimately	then	all	
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readings	are	justifiable.	There	is	just	no	way	to	limit	the	number	of	signs	to	which	

a	signifier	can	refer,	and	these	signs	invariably	spill	out	of	the	text	into	wider	

worlds	of	discourse.	Seen	positively,	such	reading	aims	to	retrieve	language	from	

oppressive	control.	

Caputo,	as	an	advocate	of	this	postmodern	view,	writes	to	exhort	theologians	and	

philosophers	to	accept	that	their	metaphysical	claims	are	speculative	and	

contingent.	The	postmodern	absolute	ground	of	no	absolutes	suffers	from	certain	

contradictions,	as	critics	have	noted	(see	Shakespeare	2009,	2;	Westphal	2001,	

xviii).	Firstly,	the	position	that	there	are	no	grounding	absolutes	is	itself	an	

absolute,	yet	it	is	the	portrayal	of	the	only	legitimate	foundation	or	starting	point	

from	which	to	build	any	other	“conceptual	scheme”	(Taylor	1984,	115).	Secondly,	

the	fact	that	even	this	antithetical	position	has	an	absolute	ground	cannot	

presuppose	that	its	own	assertion	is	based	on	a	neutral	point	of	view	because	it	

is	supposed	that	every	position	is	biased	by	its	own	starting	point	(Pabst	2012,	

37).	Thirdly,	if	there	is	no	absolute	grounding	then	how	can	it	present	its	own	

position	as	if	it	were	grounded?				

The	claim	of	a	non-absolute	stance	does	not	invalidate	anyone’s	position	since	at	

bottom	it	insists	that	one’s	particular	position	cannot	and	does	not	contain	all	the	

truth.	Nietzsche	speculated	that	all	narratives,	metaphysical	or	not,	are	“driven	

by	their	writers’	own	intended	aims”	(Nietzsche	1908,	234).	He	claimed	that	“our	

beliefs	about	the	world”	are	actually	“irreducibly	our	own	ideas	and	our	own	

values”.	Yet	he	also	encouraged	writers	to	“take	responsibility”	for	their	ideas	by	

admitting	to	themselves	that	these	were	after	all	only	their	own	speculations	

about	life	(Nietzsche	1908,	212).			

In	the	next	chapter	I	re-interpret	Marion’s	God	without	Being.	According	to	

Hector’s	interpretation	(Hector	2011,	22),	Marion’s	God	is	a	transcendent	God	

who	cannot	accept	the	verbal	communications	of	mankind.	But	Marion	wants	to	

find	an	angle	to	establish	an	adequate	medium	for	his	God	to	communicate	with	

humanity.	Marion	sees	the	relationship	between	humanity	and	God	as	similar	to	

the	perspective	of	an	Old	Testament	prophet.	Isaiah	best	describes	this	
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relationship	between	the	Old	Testament	God	and	the	Hebrew	prophet	when	he	

cries:	“I	am	a	man	with	unclean	lips	and	I	live	among	a	people	with	unclean	lips”	

(Isa.	6:	5).	For	Marion,	humankind	cannot	dwell	in	the	same	sphere	with	God	but	

is	to	be	separate	and	remain	separate	from	God.	Human	language	is	idolatrous	

(unholy),	which	seems	to	imply	that	humanity	is	somehow	unholy.	According	to	

Marion	human	language	makes	God	an	object	of	its	own	concepts/images	and	

thus	makes	Him	into	an	idol.	Marion’s	metaphysical	narrative,	I	will	argue,	could	

be	viewed	as	an	iconic	picture	of	mystical	redemption	which	seeks	to	speak	and	

hear	God’s	voice	and	which	finds	a	way	of	relating	with	God	through	an	

encounter	with	an	event.		
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Chapter	2		

Jean-Luc	Marion	and	a	Catholic	Postmodern	Theory	

Christian	theology	synergized	itself	with	philosophical	theology	and	adopted	its	

conceptual	metaphysical	God.	This	led	to	Heidegger	to	consider	both	theology	

and	philosophy	as	one,	both	categorized	under	the	term	onto-theology.	This	

onto-theological	God	is	exactly	the	God	that	Jean-Luc	Marion	identifies	as	

wanting	to	do	without.	His	project	is	a	search	for	the	more	divine	god	that	will	be	

released	from	metaphysics	and	thus	from	Heidegger’s	critique.	Subsequently,	

Marion	will	present	this	more	divine	god	as	the	traditional	Catholic	Christian	

“crossed	out”	God.	

Initially,	implementing	a	phenomenological	perspective,13	Marion	understands	

that	the	conceptual	God	only	appears	because	of	the	intention	in	the	gaze	of	the	

seeker.	This	intentional	gaze	presents	a	human	conceptual	God,	which	Marion	

calls	an	idol.	Marion	sees	the	metaphysical	tradition	as	inducing	the	Supreme	

Being	from	the	finite	category	of	the	being	of	beings.	The	Supreme	Being,	in	his	

view,	has	ultimately	been	derived	from	the	minds	of	finite	beings	through	onto-

theology.	The	gaze,	Marion	thinks,	has	set	itself	up	as	a	mirror,	so	that	human	

intentions	will	be	reflected	back	to	the	observer.	Yet	this	super-human	

conceptual	God	has	determined	our	world,	as	the	world	of	difference,	so	that	all	

subsequent	searchers	for	God	are	unable	to	penetrate	beyond	the	dualistic	

representation	of	metaphysics.	The	power	of	onto-theology	extends	to	all	

communication	via	the	language	of	signs.	These	signs	are	already	theory	laden,	

invested	with	metaphysical	meaning.	Therefore,	Marion	must	present	a	gap	that	

lies	beyond	our	world	of	difference.	He	presents	another	world	that	is	beyond	

this	world,	envisaged	as	a	gap	on	the	other	side	of	all	difference.	This	other	

world,	he	asserts,	is	where	the	more	divine	God	resides	–	between	the	world	of	
																																																													
13	Gabriella	Fartina,	(2014)	“Some	reflections	on	the	Phenomenological	Method”	Dialogues	in	
Philosophy,	Mental	Neuro	Sciences	Vol.7	(2):	50-62,	December	2014,	50.	“A	unique	and	final	
definition	of	phenomenology	is	dangerous	and	perhaps	even	paradoxical	as	it	lacks	a	thematic	focus.	
In	fact,	it	is	not	a	doctrine,	nor	a	philosophical	school,	but	rather	a	style	of	thought,	a	method,	an	open	
and	ever-renewed	experience	having	different	results	and	this	may	disorient	anyone	wishing	to	define	
the	meaning	of	phenomenology”.						
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difference	and	the	world	of	the	more	divine	God.	This	gap	opens	up	another	

viewpoint	to	the	searcher,	another	perspective.	This	becomes	an	entry	point	into	

this	in-between	world.	It	will	only	become	visible,	though,	when	a	searcher	has	a	

gaze	that	is	determined	by	indifference	to	the	world	of	difference.		

The	process	begins	when	the	searcher	experiences	boredom	with	the	world	of	

difference.	To	describe	this	experience,	Marion	introduces	Solomon’s	gaze	of	

boredom,	written	about	in	the	wisdom	literature	of	the	Bible.	When	the	searcher	

looks	at	the	world	of	difference	with	this	Solomonic	gaze,	it	allows	a	portal	to	

open	up	to	reveal	the	gap	between	both	worlds,	allowing	the	world	of	

indifference	to	come	into	view,	and	to	be	contrasted	with	the	world	of	difference.	

In	an	instant	the	world	of	indifference	swallows	up	the	searcher’s	look,	and	

allows	him	or	her	to	look	back,	with	indifference,	on	the	world	of	difference.	

Marion	enlists	Saint	Paul’s	theology,	in	Romans	8:20,	to	call	this	gap	world	the	

world	of	creation,	subjected	to	vanity	or	meaninglessness.	Marion	will	now	place	

the	Catholic	Eucharistic	event	into	this	system	as	a	portal,	and	it	will	stand	

between	the	worlds	of	difference	and	that	of	indifference,	so	as	to	distinguish	

between	the	two.	The	searcher,	as	he	or	she	participates	in	the	Eucharistic	ritual,	

is	ushered	into	this	gap	to	stand	silent,	stunned,	and	suspended.		

Marion	insists	that	a	divine	idol	operates	only	in	the	world	of	difference.	

Therefore,	his	terms	for	“idol”,	the	world	of	difference,	and	the	being	of	beings	

are	merely	different	concepts	for	viewing	the	same	thing.	Yet	his	main	point	is	

that	the	searcher	has	interest	only	in	the	sensible	world,	whereas	the	world	of	

creation	is	opposed	to,	and	against,	this	world	of	difference,	and	so	for	this	world	

he	uses	the	term	“icon”.	This	automatically	means	that	the	world	of	indifference,	

and	creation,	are	merely	different	terms	implemented	for	viewing	the	same	

thing.	But	his	main	point	is	that,	here,	the	searcher	has	a	non-interest	in	the	

sensible	world.	It	is	in	this	gap	that	they	experience	“suspension”.		

The	Eucharistic	event	stands	as	the	sphere	for	the	icon	of	icons.	It	is	the	space	

which	functions	to	allow	the	invisible	God	to	invest	it	with	his	gaze,	and	it	is	this	

invisible	gaze	which	subsequently	holds	its	observer.	While	the	event-icon	holds	
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its	searchers	gaze,	and	as	the	presiding	priest	reads	the	texts	of	the	ritual,	it	is	

only	the	bishop	who	is	imbued	with	the	presence	of	Jesus.	He	is	the	superlative	

icon.	It	is	he	who	becomes	the	Word	incarnate.	The	bishop’s	words,	then,	become	

the	Word	of	God.	He	is	the	only	one	who	can	ultimately	inhabit	Marion’s	

phenomenological	site.	The	Eucharistic	site	is	the	only	proper	site	from	which	

the	bishop	can	become	unchained	from	the	idolatrous	human	conceptual	gaze	on	

the	divine.	He	becomes	the	theologian	par	excellence,	and	it	is	he	who	becomes	

the	only	authorised	one	to	interpret	the	biblical	texts,	which	are	presented	in	this	

event.	Ideally,	the	invisible	God	comes	to	inhabit	the	bishop,	the	icon	of	the	icons,	

and	it	is	in	him	that	God	views	the	assembly,	yet	from	a	divine	distance.	

Therefore,	it	is	only	the	Catholic	bishop	who	does	proper	non-idolatrous	

theology.	He	is	the	only	one	that	is	authorised	to	speak	for	Marion’s	Christian	

“crossed	out”	God.	

The	Paradox	of	Theological	Writing:	the	Joy	and	the	Sin		

Marion	finds	great	enjoyment	in	the	act	of	theological	writing,	but	this	enjoyment	

is	deeper	than	the	pleasure	of	dealing	only	with	the	topic	in	written	terms.	His	

pleasure	involves	the	search	for	an	“Other”	(Levinas	1969,	13)	who	is	somehow	

encompassed	in	the	written	word,14	yet	at	the	same	time	stands	at	a	distance	

from	the	text.	It	is	in	this	exercise	played	at	a	distance,	“from	words	to	Word”,	

that	results	in	“uniting	and	separating”	the	writer	with	“the	Word	at	hand	–	the	

Christ”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	1).	Marion	claims	that	it	is	

theological	writing,	as	opposed	to	any	other	sort	of	writing,	that	gives	the	author	

the	most	pleasure,	because	it	“always	starts	from	an	other	than	itself”,	in	other	

words,	this	pleasure	is	always	implicitly	received	in	locating	the	“Other”	coming	

out	of	and	within	the	written	text	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	1).		

Given	this	positive	portrayal	of	the	theological	task,	the	search	for,	recovery	of,	

the	“Other”	(Levinas	1969,	221-222),	we	may	also	assume	that	it	is	also,	only,	an	

honourable	undertaking,	yet	this	is	not	how	Marion	understand	it.	The	

																																																													
14	Marion	understands	language	as	many	of	the	other	thinkers	connected	with	the	hermeneutic	
tradition	as	mentioned	in	the	discussions	of	chap.1	(pp35-36).		
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theological	author	is	not	honourable,	but	hypocritical,	because	he	pretends	to	

speak	about	Holy	things,	the	writer	makes	him-self	“unholy,	unworthy,	impure	–	

in	a	word,	vile”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	2).	The	theologian,	

however,	should	not	view	this	state	of	affairs	as	altogether	negative.	There	is	a	

counterbalance,	a	positive	affect	for	the	beneficiary;	their	weakness	and	

unworthiness,	is	revealed,	and	this,	at	least,	makes	them	lesser	deceived	than	

their	opposing	non-theological	writer,	and	better	“than	any	accuser”	(J.-L.	

Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	2).		

Marion	elaborates	on	his	negative	view	of	theological	writing,	as	hypocritical,	by	

enlisting	an	extreme	realist	perspective.	From	this	perspective,	considered	

authenticity,	it	consists	in	speaking	for	oneself	and	in	saying	only	that	for	which	

one	can	answer.	In	contrast,	the	theologian	claims	to	speak	for	another,	the	other,	

who	is	above	all,	furthermore,	this	other	claimed	not	to	speak	for	Himself,	but	for	

His	Father.	In	the	final	analysis,	then,	every	theologian	does	not	speak	for	himself,	

but	must	speak	the	answers	of	another,	who	is	wholly	distinct	from	himself.	

Marion	seems	to	belabour	this	point,	that	theological	writing	is	an	expression	of	

extreme	hypocrisy	and	is	indicative	of	sin.15	The	remedy	he	prescribes,	to	any	so	

called	theologian,	so	that	they	may	be	relieved	of	their	guilt,	is	that	every	

theological	writer	“must	obtain	forgiveness	for	every	essay	in	theology”	(J.-L.	

Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	2).			

Setting	God	Free	from	Being	

Marion	introduces	his	story,	God	without	Being,	with	a	disclaimer	on	the	title.	He	

writes	that	this	title	does	not	“insinuate	that	God	is	not	or,	that	God	is	not	truly	

God”	rather,	he	will	attempt	to	free	the	term	God	from	every	human	category,	

especially	those	which	pertain	“to	his	own	existence”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	

Being	1991).	A	key	in	this	endeavour	is	to	expose	the	problem	with	the	major	

metaphysical	tenet,	that	“God	has	to	be	before	all	else”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	

Being	1991,	2).	As	Marion	will	go	on	to	elaborate,	this	is	a	complex	problem.	Yet,	

																																																													
15	Surely	he	is	not	so	silly	as	to	think	that	he	is	not	indicted	as	well	in	this	statement,	since	what	he	is	
doing	is	theological	writing.		
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put	simply,	it	is	the	problem	of	the	concept	being;	if	God	is	posited	as	being	

before	all	other	beings,	it	must	follow	that	He	is	before	every	initiative	and	that	

ultimately	he	must	take	the	qualitative	and	quantitative	a	priori	metaphysical	

category	of	Being.16		

Marion	questions	this	axiomatic	determination;	“What	can	God	actually	gain	

from	this	category	of	being?”	“Can	Being	–	which	whatever	is,	provided	that	it	is,	

manifest	–	even	accommodate	any	(thing	of)	God?”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	

Being	1991,	2).	In	his	reply	he	will	approach	the	category	of	being	by	introducing	

an	aspect	of	the	phenomenological	framework	that	treats	“Being”	as	starting	

from	that	instance	which	provokes	all	bedazzlements	and	makes	them	appear	

insurmountable,	the	idol.	This	will	effectively	be	an	exposé	of	the	idol,	and	its	

alternative,	or	antagonistic	other,	the	icon.	Using	this	approach	he	will	be	

perfectly	positioned	to	challenge	the	assumptions	regarding	the	ground	of	all	

beings	–	“the	name	of	God	that	in	theology	is	assumed	to	be	first,	just	as	it	is	in	

philosophy	as	the	first	being”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	3),	and	who,	

supposedly,	supplies	all	other	beings	with	their	being	(existence	and	essence).	

This	means	that	he	will	endeavour	to	make	this	first	being	conceivable	and	

audible	as	an	idol.	This	endeavour	is	based	on	the	rationale	that	when	this	

conceptual	idol	becomes	thinkable,	“one	should	automatically	and	

understandable	be	released	from	this	all	encompassing	metaphysical	category	of	

being”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	11).	

Marion	Introduces	Idol	and	the	Icon	

In	approaching	the	category	of	being,	it	is	usually	accepted	that	the	term	idol	

invariably	carries	with	it	the	antagonistic	term	icon.	Yet	Marion	claims	that	this	

contrasting	pair	of	concepts	has	arisen	out	of	two	separate	and	rival	periods	in	

history.	The	term	idol	has	an	understanding	that	is	presupposed	in	the	priority	

that	the	Greeks	allocated	to	the	observable,	and	it	is	during	their	epoch	that	the	
																																																													
16	Alexander	Jensen,	SCM	Core	Text	Theological	Hermeneutics	(London:	SCM	Press,	2007),	32.	
Kaufman	maintains,	therefore,	“that	God	must	stand	at	a	distance	from	creaturely	experience	–	he	
thinks	the	very	idea	of	experience	of	God	is	a	category	mistake	–	because	he	thinks	that	something	
within	creaturely	experience	could	not	be	God.”				
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idol	was	understood	as	manifesting	various	expressions	of	the	divine.	On	the	

other	hand,	the	icon	originated	with	the	Hebrews	and,	having	been	renewed	by	

the	New	Testament	writers,	later	captured	the	imaginations	of	the	Patristic	

Fathers	(Louth	2007,	65)	and	those	in	the	Byzantine	Period.	It	was	depicted	as	

the	brilliance	of	the	visible	but	which	was	further	developed	to	represent	that	

which	dwells	on	a	“sole	figure”	named	“The	Only	One”	(Armstrong	1981,	56).		

Marion	claims	that	this	distinction	between	idol	and	icon	is	not	simply	the	result	

of	a	conflict	between	pagan	art	and	Christian	art;	there	is	a	distinction	in	modes,	

a	way	of	being,	which	is	more	fully	expressed	as	a	conflict	between	“two	

phenomenologies”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	9).	This	distinction	is	

derived	from	an	understanding	that	both	concepts	indicate	or	“describe	a	

manner	of	being	for	beings,	not	a	particular	being	or	even	a	class	of	beings”	(J.-L.	

Marion,	Idol	and	Distance	2002,	26).	For	Marion,	therefore,	the	distinction	

between	idol	and	icon	is	not	based	on	rigid	categorisation	because	such	concepts	

can	actually	pass	from	one	rank	to	another.	In	this	respect,	classification	should	

not	be	expressed	as	the	dualistic,	beings	against	other	beings,	but	is	determined	

by	a	change	in	modes	of	being	for	beings.	Specifically,	this	determination	of	mode	

often	depends	upon	an	age	which	gives	credence	to	a	certain	monument	as	being	

“the	authentically	divine	dignity	of	that	which	offers	itself	for	veneration”	(J.-L.	

Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	16).	Marion	seems	to	anticipate,	that	some	

readers	may	object	to	the	proposition	that	beings	can	change	status,	from	an	idol	

to	an	icon,	and	vice	versa,	so	he	defends	his	position	by	suggesting	that	not	every	

being	is	able	to	do	so,	in	reality	“not	just	any	being	can	give	rise	to,	still	less	

demand,	veneration”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	16).	Having	

established	the	base	relationship	between	icon	and	idol,	Marion	will	now	

elaborate	on	the	Catholic	term	of	“signa”	in-as-far	as	it	determines	and	

distinguishes	the	“common”	and	the	“minimal”	features	that	are	emitted	by	the	

idol/icon	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991).		

Those	works	of	art	that	are	deemed	to	be	icons,	or	idols,	are	works	that	have	

been	so	worked,	so	as	to	no	longer	restrict	their	visibility	only	to	themselves,	but	
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they	also	have	the	means	to	signal	indissolubly	by	identifying	another	salient,	yet	

undetermined	term.	An	accepted	understanding	of	a	signum	does	not	authorize	

any	other	understanding	except,	that	which	the	work	of	art	itself	constitutes.	Any	

other	understandings	of	its	constitution	would	try	to	“usurp	over	the	work	from	

the	outside”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	17),	and	thereby,	give	this	

signum	another	entirely	different	symbolic	value.17	It	is	only	on	its	own	visible	

recommendation	that	will	constitute	it	as	a	most	essential	work	of	dignity.		

Therefore,	an	investigation	of	the	work	of	art	would	entail	ascertaining	its	

signalling	ability,	but	more	specifically,	this	assessment	would	concern	the	way	

in	which	it	signalled	this	supposed	salient	and	undetermined	term.	Thus,	the	idol	

and	the	icon	are	only	distinguished	from	each	other	in	the	way	each	makes	use	of	

their	visibility	in	their	own	way.	It	is	this	assessed	determination	of	appearing	

that	will	ultimately	settle	everything	between	the	idol	and	the	icon.		

For	any	piece	of	art	to	accede	to	the	status	of	signa,	they	must,	and	this	with	

much	difficulty,	not	signal	a	referent	other	than	the	divine	itself,	besides	itself,	

and	the	divine	itself	in	turn	must	support	the	visibility	of	the	signum.	Visibility,	

therefore,	“having	to	do	with	the	divine”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	

17),	will	take	on	a	variety	of	ways	by	which	to	manifest	it-self.	But,	it	is	in	the	

manner	of	seeing,	which	decides	what	can	be	seen,	or	what	may	not	be	perceived,	

of	the	divine.	It	is	not	just	one	mode	of	visibility	that	would	necessarily	suit	any	

figure	of	the	divine,	for	it	is	what	can	be	seen	that	determines	its	apprehension,	

and	so	it	is	dependent	upon	a	rigorous	and	undoubtedly	constitutive	relation.	

This	involves	a	close	relationship	between	the	mode	of	visibility	and	the	figure	of	

the	divine	it	produces.	This	means	that	in	order	to	apprehend	the	divine,	so	as	to	

allow	it	to	come	into	view,		requires	one	to	specify	its	two	modes	of	visibility:	of	

“apprehension	and	reception”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	33)	

	 	

																																																													
17	Alexander	S.	Jensen,	Theological	Hermeneutics	(London:	SCM	Press,	2007),	58-77.	Alexander	sees	
Marion	as	operating	under	the	inner	word	external	word	theory	proposed	by	Augustine.		
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The	Material	Idol	demands	to	be	First	Visible	

Marion	describes	the	idol	as	that	object	which	demands	to	be	seen	and	to	be	

known	by	the	observer.	The	idol	manifests	its	power	prior	to	the	observer’s	gaze	

“in	order	that	its	representation,	and	hence	its	knowledge,	can	seize	hold	of	any	

observer’s	passing	and	idle	glance”	(J.-L.	Marion,	Idol	and	Distance	2002,	27).	

Thus,	it	is	essential	that	it	is	erected	and	displayed	in	the	most	prominent	and	

strategic	position	available,	so	as	to	present	the	best	of	itself	openly.	The	idol	

desires	to	reign	as	the	only	centrepiece	in	the	sphere	of	an	observer’s	gaze,	and	

the	instance	of	observer’s	sleight	glance	must	be	instantaneously	satisfied.	It	is	in	

the	idol	that	this	glance	is	subsequently	seized,	and	which,	ultimately	gives	the	

idol	its	dignified	position.		

Marion	seems,	again,	to	anticipate	the	reader’s	objection,	this	can	be	seen	in	his	

response	below,	that	this	concept	of	an	idol	defies	contemporary	logic.	It	is	

ludicrous	to	propose	that	any	contemporary	observer	would	be	capable	of	

stooping	to	such	a	position	of	making	petitions,	requests,	or	ever	giving	any	such	

devotion	to	a	human	fabrication.	Marion	thinks	that	the	idol	only	becomes	an	idol	

of	a	god,	or	otherwise,	when	an	observer’s	glance	falls	upon	it,	and	subsequently	

gives	it	a	privileged	fixed	point.	Therefore,	he	begins	his	response	by	stressing	

that	the	power	of	the	idol	most	concertedly	resides	in	an	observer’s	individual	

gaze,	and	although	both	the	gaze	and	the	thing	are	reciprocally	exhausted	in	each	

other,	the	held	gaze	of	the	observer	is	the	crucial	element	to	the	idol’s	entire	

power.		

Thus,	Marion	contends,	the	maker’s	motivation	is	to	duplicate	a	dazzling	gaze	

and	is	the	crucial	element	in	the	fabrication	of	his/her	idol.	This	dazzling	gaze	

must	be	the	inspiration	controlling	their	creation,	directing	their	every	move,	and	

it	must	imbibe	every	visible	strand	of	its	banal	material.	In	other	words,	his	or	

her	first	visible	must	be	able	to	instantly	dazzle	any	passer-by	and	capture	their	

slightest	glance.	This	means	that	the	artist	must	contemplate	the	first	visible	that	

captured	his	or	her	own	attention	in	the	first	place,	they	must	be	able	to	replicate	

this	first	visible.	Similarly,	this	first	visible	must	continue	to	grow	as	an	observer	
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considers	and	contemplates	it.	For	the	idol	to	become	an	idol	the	observer’s	gaze	

must	first	be	be-dazzled.	But	he	or	she	is	dazzled	only	in	proportion	to	his	or	her	

own	idolatrous	consideration	of	this	first	visible.	It	is	the	replication	of	the	first	

visible	that	alone	functions	to	stop	the	glance,	yet	it	is	“a	firm	imprinted	gaze	that	

ultimately	brings	to	material	form	a	dazzling	god”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	

Being	1991,	36).		

As	Marion	has	already	intimated,	it	is	the	observer	that	determines	their	idol	

according	to	their	own	intentionality.	Once	the	first	visible	has	stopped	the	

observer,	it	is	in	the	gaze	of	this	same	observer	that	imbibes	their	

intentionality.18	It	is	every	observer’s	intentional	gaze	that	comes	to	consider	a	

multiplicity	of	phenomena	as	its	idols,	and	which	desires	nothing	more,	other	

than	to	see.	It	is	an	observer’s	first	intentional	aim	that	invariably	paves	the	way	

to	sight	their	idol.	Their	first	glance	reflects	an	intentional	aim	that	wants	only	to	

be	dazzled,	but	before	its	observer	has	become	aware	of	its	influence,	and	in	the	

moment	that	this	first	intentional	aim	is	being	satisfied,	this	glance	has	now	

intensified	into	a	gaze,	and	it	has	further	captured	them	in	its	bedazzlement.	Plus,	

in	the	same	way	that	this	first	glance	intensified	into	a	firm	gaze,	the	first	

intentional	aim	also	intensified,	but	now	its	sole	and	fierce	desire	is	to	see	the	

divine.	Therefore,	this	gaze	will	strain	to	its	upmost	to	bring	the	divine	into	focus,	

and	thereby	find	a	suitable	container	in	which	to	secure	its	own	conceptions	of	

the	divine.	Usually,	it	will	be	the	most	convenient	to	hand	which	will	capture	

their	glance	and	this	is	the	first	visible.	Yet,	it	is	the	power	of	this	intentional	aim	

that	infuses	and,	subsequently,	produces	the	idol.		

The	life	span	of	the	idol	is	dependent	on	its	ability	to	dazzle	the	glance	of	its	

observers’	in	every	age.	Those	idols	that	are	“richer,	more	extensive,	and	more	

sumptuous”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	39),	will	more	often	than	not,	

be	those	which	will	continue	to	capture	our	glances.			

																																																													
18	Jean-Luc	Marion,	Reduction	and	Givenness:	Investigation	of	Husserl	(Evanston:	Northwestern	
University	Press,	1998),	34.	“The	intentionality	according	to	which	consciousness	is	always	
consciousness	of	something	does	not	exclude	the	objective	dimension,	but	we	can	talk	of	objectivity	
only	within	the	limits	of	our	experience”.		
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As	pictured	by	Marion,	it	is	the	observers	longing	gaze,	which	strains	to	see	the	

divine,	or	at	least	their	conceptions	of	it,	that	ensnares	them	in	the	idol’s	trap.	

The	first	instance	of	entrapment	is	when	the	gaze	has	stopped,	in	this	instance,	

the	gaze	rests	upon	the	idol	and	it	can	no	longer	pass	beyond.	And	once	stopped,	

the	gaze	will	not	overshoot	or	penetrate	it-self.	It	will	be	unable	to	trans-pierce	

itself	and	experience	other	visible	things	as	transparent,	but	will	be	weighed	

down	with	its	own	glory	and	light,	so	as	to	finally	present	itself	only	as	the	ever	

recurring	first	visible	glance.	It	is	this	first	glance	that	will	produce	an	intentional	

“gaze’s	landing	place”,	and	it	will	offer	to	its	observer	their	idol	“in	just	the	same	

measure	of	its	scope”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	37).	The	stage	is	

now	set	to	accommodate	the	first	“gaze’s	landing	place	–	in	the	idol	–	and	then,	by	

facing	back	to	its	observer	that	which	it	first	saw	as	‘a	spectacle	to	respect’”	(J.-L.	

Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	38).	The	gaze	strains	to	see,	but	is	subsequently	

filled,	when	it	lets	itself	see	without	being	outflanked	by	the	invisible,	and	thus,	it	

is	unable	to	cause	itself	to	see	nothing	which,	ironically,	completes	its	capture.		

The	gaze	is	now	imprisoned,	caught	in	the	bedazzlement	of	its	own	intentional	

first	visible.	The	idol	will	impress	on	the	observer’s	first	glance	gradually	

intensifying	their	gaze	on	its	first	visible	“whatever	it	may	be:	thing,	man,	woman,	

idea,	or	god”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	42).	Yet,	it	is	this	

bedazzlement	of	the	first	visible	which	acts	as	an	invisible	mirror,	and	it	is	this	

that	conceals	their	intentional	gaze,	only	to,	in	turn,	reflect	it	back	to	their	sight.	

This	mirror,	now	incorporated	into	the	essential	nature	of	the	idol,	can	be	

equated	with	an	invisible	mirror.	It	sends	back	an	image,	of	an	observer’s	

intentional	gaze,	their	own	image	of	the	divine,	or	more	rightly	the	image	of	its	

aim	and	the	scope	of	that	aim.	Yet,	all	the	while,	this	mirror	continues	to	remain	

invisible	to	its	observer.	Marion	claims	that	“the	idolater	never	becomes	aware	

that	he	or	she	is	being	deceived,	and	nor	does	he	or	she	find	himself	or	herself	

deceived:	he	or	she	only	remains	ravished	by	their	own	reflection”	(J.-L.	Marion,	

God	without	Being	1991,	47).	This	invisible	mirror	reflects	back	to	the	observer	

only	its	own	ravishing	and	fabricated	idol.		
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There	is	reciprocation	in	this	process	–	gaze	of	observer	and	bedazzlement	of	

idol	–	but	ultimately	the	idol’s	success	is	in	fulfilling	the	intentional	aim	of	the	

observer.	It	is	the	gaze	that	makes	the	idol,	and	it	is	the	idol	that	bedazzles	an	

observer’s	glance,	because	the	idol	represents	nothing	more	than	that	which	the	

human	gaze	has	experienced	of	the	divine.		

Marion	stresses	that	the	idol	does	not	reproduce	any	particular	god.	The	artist’s	

intentional	religious	aim	had	been	stopped,	being	dazzled	by	his	or	her	god	and	it	

was	this	which	invariably	held	their	gaze.	Consequently	the	idol	offers	the	only	

materially	visible	original	of	its	religious	maker’s	original	first	visible.	And	it	is	

this	intentional	religious	aim,	which	the	artist	wants	to	“consign	and	fix	in	stone,	

gold,	wood,	or	whatever	else”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	31).	As	long	

as	an	observer	looks	upon	the	idol	with	an	attitude	of	the	religious	he	or	she	“will	

continually	find	in	that	material	idol	the	brilliance	of	the	artist’s	first	visible”	(J.-L.	

Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	45).	All	idols	are	essentially	the	material	

replications	of	the	first	visible	of	their	original	makers.	But	it	is	these	same	idols	

that	have	produced	the	various	and	different	intentional	brilliances	which	have	

been	verified	throughout	our	written	monumental	history.	And	it	is	these	which	

have	produced	all	our	idolatrous	gods	as	well	as	“the	memory	of	them	that	men	

do	or	do	not	keep”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	43).		

Concepts	Pretending	not	to	be	Idols	

To	summarise	Marion’s	theory	so	far,	the	idol	is	determined	by	the	observer’s	

first	visible,	based	on	the	intentional	aim/will	of	their	gaze.	This	theory	of	the	

idol	lends	itself	to	a	wider	application	than	the	material	representations.	

Therefore,	Marion	has	positioned	himself	to	counter	the	anticipated	objection	of	

the	modern	reader,	that	idol	worship	is	an	ancient	act	of	superstition.	While	his	

contemporary	might	object	to	the	practice	of	giving	devotion	to	a	block	of	wood,	

this	does	not	discount	them	from	the	practice	of	idol-worship.	As	Marion	

elaborates;	our	contemporary	idols	have	only	become	“more	sophisticated	by	

being	contained	in	philosophical	and	theological	concepts”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	

without	Being	1991,	59),	and	in	contrast	to	our	primitive	ancestors,	whose	idols	
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were	fabricated	out	of	banal	and	natural	materials.	It	is	true	that	we	moderns	are	

certainly	gifted	with	the	completion	of	metaphysics	which	renders	us	unable	to	

grasp	the	material	idol,	because	we	do	not	have	the	visual	means	to	do	so.	

However,	it	is	now	the	concept	that	dispatches	to	a	sign,	the	first	visible	of	the	

mind.	Like	the	material	idol,	which	is	able	to	dazzle	its	primitive	observer,	the	

concept	produces	its	own	abstraction	or	picture	of	the	divine	to	dazzle	its	

modern	observer.	It	therefore	has	the	same	potency	as	the	material	idol,	to	hold	

the	divine	in	its	grasp,	with	such	intent,	that	when	a	philosophical	or	theological	

notion	comes	to	the	mind	it	will	only	express	itself	within	certain	conceptual	

categories.	This	invokes	a	conceptual	picture	which	subsequently	inscribes	all	

other	associated	attributes,	of	the	divine,	into	its	preconceived	contours.	The	title	

God	is	affixed	to	the	top	of	this	picture:	a	representation	of	the	divine	which	will	

function	in	the	same	way	as	an	aesthetic	idol.	Any	mention	of	the	divine,	or	

associated	terms,	will	instantaneously	present	this	presupposed	picture	before	

the	mind,	of	its	maker,	dazzling	it.		

This	conceptual	picture/idol	has	clearly	taken	on	the	same	attributes	as	the	

material	idol,	as	Marion	further	elaborates.	It	lets	itself	be	seen	with	the	eyes	of	

the	mind.	It	is	a	picture	that,	simultaneously,	dazzles	the	observer	and	

establishes	it-self	as	an	invisible	mirror	in	the	observer’s	mind.	As	we	recall,	of	

the	physical	idol	(above),	it	reflects	back	the	observer’s	own	intentionality,	their	

own	god,	as	it	were.	At	the	same	time,	this	mirror	works	to	conceal	and	block	any	

other	potential	aims	of	penetrating	beyond	it.	Like	the	material	idol,	the	first	

visible	stops	the	observer	in	mind	glance,	which	is	enough	to	securely	hold	the	

observer’s	intentional	gaze,	whilst	the	invisible	conceptual	mirror	is	installed	so	

as	to	freeze	the	divine	in	its	human	observer’s	conceptual	image.	It	is	an	

individual’s	idolatrous	conceptual	bounds,	or	temple	precincts,	which	are	used	as	

the	measurement	for	the	divine.	

The	Metaphysical	god/	Idol	

Marion	discusses	the	development	of	these	conceptual	idols,	by	enlisting	

Heidegger’s	presentation	on	metaphysics.	Metaphysical	idols,	as	they	are	
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assessed	by	Heidegger	in	his	Destruktion	of	Metaphysics,	were	derived	from	the	

notions	of	the	Greek	philosophers,	and	after	further	development,	culminated	in	

the	divine	conceptual	figure	of	“the	causa	sui”.	This	concept	can	be	understood	as	

the	foremost	idol	of	metaphysics,	in-as-much	as,	it	has	succeeded	in	capturing	the	

image	of	the	divine.	Having	established	this	image,	it	has	drawn	in	many	other	

associated	images/gods,	which	are	seen	in	the	trajectories	of	onto-theology,	and	

which,	also,	take	their	reference	from	this	first	visible	of	the	divine.	Heidegger	

records	the	metaphysical	history,	of	the	first	visible	“causa	sui”	and	various	sub-

sequential	brilliances,	as	Marion	expresses	it,	that	have	been	generated	in	the	

minds	of	those	meta-doctors	that	followed.	Moreover,	the	concept	“causa	sui”	had	

actually	sprung	from	its	first	visible,	the	category,	the	“Being”	of	beings.	It	was	

from	this	ancient	concept	that	the	metaphysical	god	marched	onward	and	

upward,	eventually	even	outflanking	the	concept	of	the	Christian	god;	but	it	was	

the	associate	god,	morality,	that	captured	the	Christian	god,	binding	it	in	its	

moral	container;	yet,	gods	of	“Being”	all	of	them.		

As	Marion	presents	it,	Kant’s	intentional	aim19	established	the	limits	of	the	

Christian	god’s	life-form.	These	boundaries	were	set	by	his	(own)	

presuppositions	about	morality.20	Kant’s	own	intentional	aim	had	produced	his	

picture	of	this	conceptual	idol.	This	conceptual	“Being”	of	all	other	beings,	the	

moral	author	of	the	world,	assumed	its	throne	to	diminish	all	the	lesser	“Beings”	

of	their	being,	and	to	seize	all	of	their	current	power.	This	meant	that	all	the	

previous	intentional	aims,	including	those	of	his	contemporaries,	contained	in	

their	own	accepted	pre-modern	concepts,	were	found	wanting	by	a	popular	
																																																													
19	Jean-Luc	Marion,	Reduction	and	Givenness:	Investigation	of	Husserl	(Evanston:	Northwestern	
University	Press,	1998),	34.	This	is	implicit	in	Marion’s	understanding	of	Husserl’s	concept	of	
intentionality.	“The	intentionality	according	to	which	consciousness	is	always	consciousness	of	
something	does	not	exclude	the	objective	dimension,	but	we	can	talk	of	objectivity	only	within	the	
limits	of	our	experience”.		
20	John	Caputo,	Philosophy	and	Theology	(Horizons	in	Theology)	(Nashville:	Abingdon	Press,	2006),	31.		
Kant	found	not	only	nature’s	God	but	also	the	moral	God,	“where	the	idea	of	God	comes	attached	to	
the	idea	of	duty.	We	are	all	visited	by	an	unconditional	command	to	do	our	duty.	Whether	we	like	or	
not,	and	whether	it	makes	us	happy	or	not,	the	‘thou	shalt’	of	moral	duty	rings	unconditionally,	
uncompromisingly,	non-negotiably,	in	our	ears.	A	religious	person	is	someone	who	understands	that	
imperative	command	of	God,	a	God	who	sees	to	it	that	in	the	end	doing	your	duty	and	happiness,	
which	in	and	of	themselves	run	on	separate	tracks;	end	up	at	the	same	station.	Religion	is	ethics;	it	is	
your	duty	where	the	voice	of	duty	or	conscience	is	taken	as	the	voice	of	God”.			
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consensus	in	the	Kantian	conceptual	god	of	morality.	Leibniz,	working	on	from	

Kant,	transformed	the	traditional	concept	of	“Being”	of	beings	into	his	own	

conceptual	equivalence	–	of	will	and	force	–	which	ultimately	culminated	in	

Nietzsche’s	will	to	power	(Caputo,	Demythologizing	Heidegger	1993,	27-28).		

Nietzsche,	following	on	from	Leibniz,	developed	a	theory	leading	to	the	

dethronement	and	“death	of	the	moral	reigning	Kantian	god”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	

without	Being	1991,	32).	His	understanding	of	the	concept	“will	to	power”	

accentuated	man’s	self-determination	and	eventually	gained	popular	consensus.	

Nietzsche	asserted	that	“everything	is	merely	–	human	–	all	too	human”,	and	that	

the	human	world	is	continually	“embracing	ends	for	them-selves”	(Nietzsche	

1908,	28).	Therefore,	their	concepts	of	the	divine	are	purely	the	fabrications	of	

their	own	idolatrous	making,	rather	than	anything	provable.	Indeed,	the	“Being”	

of	all	other	beings	is	dependent	on	an	unprovable	pre-modern	presupposition,	

that	a	Supreme	Being	had	already	existed.	Therefore,	whether	these	concepts	

originate	in	minds	promoting	“theism	or	that	of	atheism”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	

without	Being	1991,	35),	they	do	not	originate	from	any	provable	truth,	such	as	

the	existence	of	the	Supreme	Being.	

Marion	notes	that	all	theorists,	prior	to	Nietzsche,	simply	did	not	stop	to	consider	

that	all	of	these	concepts	of	the	divine	were	invoked	from	their	own	

preconceived	ideas	of	the	divine.	He	is	perhaps	stating	the	obvious,	but	it	gives	

him	a	chance	to	re-state	the	matter	according	to	his	own	theory.	These	

preconceived	ideas	are,	more	correctly,	the	intentional	will	of	an	individual’s	

gaze,	and	it	is	this	gaze,	the	first	visible	of	the	conceptual	category	of	“Being	of	

beings”,	which	he	single’s	out	as	being	the	decisive	influence	for	all	the	others	

that	have	followed.	Marion	uses	a	statement	by	Feuerbach	to	summarise	the	real	

nature	of	metaphysics,	with	all	of	its	(human)	concepts	of	the	divine,	that	it	is	

merely	“a	man’s	creation	devised	from	his	own	original	model	of	his	idol	(god)”	

(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	38).	
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Enter	the	Icon	of	the	Invisible	

Now	that	the	image	of	a	Supreme	Being	has	been	eclipsed	by	the	“black	sun	of	

nihilism”	Marion	is	well-positioned	to	bring	out	his	own	divine	image,	which	he	

hopes	will	shine	brighter	against	“the	blackness	of	this	sun”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	

without	Being	1991,	39).	More	specifically,	though,	against	the	dark	image	of	the	

idol	he	will	present	the	icon.	Marion	claims	“that	the	icon	does	not	actually	come	

from	a	vision,	but	it	provokes	one”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	17).	

Unlike	the	idol,	the	icon	appears,	or	more	originally	‘seems’,	or	‘looks	like’”.	

Marion	goes	on	to	give	an	example,	and	to	clarify	what	he	means	by	these	terms	

“appears”,	“seems”,	or	“looks	like”	to	describe	the	icon	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	

Being	1991,	17).		

He	turns	to	the	writings	of	Homer	and	to	the	character	referred	to	in	Priam’s	

stupefied	description	of	Achilles:	“Achilles	is	not	counted	among	the	gods,	but	he	

‘seems’	like	a	god,	like	the	‘semblance’	of	a	god”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	

1991,	24).	Marion	directs	the	reader	to	appreciate	the	implications	of	Priam’s	

response.	According	to	the	general	consensus,	regarding	those	entities	accepted	

as	gods,	Achilles	was	not	considered	a	god.	Priam’s	stupefaction	is	not	simply	to	

do	with	her	surprise	that	Achilles	may	have	some	of	the	qualities	usually	

attributed	to	the	gods,	rather;	she	was	momentarily	struck	by	her	own	notion	

that	grasped	Achilles	and	categorised	him	under	the	title	of	the	gods.	Marion	

surmises	that,	in	Priam’s	understanding,	these	invisible	godly	attributions	had	

somehow	taken	on	visibility	in	Achilles	human	form.	Thereby,	in	her	view	his	

human	status	was	elevated	to	that	of	the	gods,	and	she	saw	him	as	a	god.		

Marion	clarifies	this	understanding	for	the	reader,	by	explicating	that	“something	

characteristic	of	the	gods	rises	to	visibility	(in	Achilles),	though	precisely	no	god	

is	fixed	in	the	visible	(semblance	of	Achilles)”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	

1991,	17).	As	further	explanation,	he	compares	this	effect	of	icon	with	that	of	the	

idol.	The	idol	is	only	conceived	from	the	gaze	of	that	which	aims	at	it,	and	the	

invisible	is	blocked.	The	icon	comes	about	by	“summoning	sight	in	letting	the	
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visible	(Achilles)	be	saturated21	little	by	little	with	an	invisible	essence”	(J.-L.	

Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	21).	This	essence	happened	to	be	possessed	by	

the	unperceived	gods.	Therefore,	it	is	through	the	icon	that	the	invisible	seems,	

or	appears	in	a	semblance,	but,	according	to	Marion,	“the	icon	will	never	reduce	

the	invisible	(god	quality	seen	in	Achilles)	entirely	to	the	visible	physical	(image	

of	Achilles)”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	24).		

Furthermore,	the	visible	does	not	go	in	search	of	the	invisible,	like	the	gaze	that	

is	directed	to	the	fixed	idol	and	tries	to	flush	out	the	invisible,	as	well	as	subject	it	

to	this	visible	gaze.	The	icon	acts	in	reverse,	as	Marion	explains;	“one	would	

rather	say	that	it	is	the	invisible	that	proceeds	up	into	the	visible,	this	is	precisely	

because	it	is	the	visible	that	would	proceed	from	the	invisible”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	

without	Being	1991,	23).	And,	as	he	further	clarifies;	“it	is	not	the	visible	

discerning	between	itself	and	the	invisible,	hemming	in	and	reducing	it,	but	

rather,	it	is	the	invisible	bestowing	the	visible,	in	order	to	deduce	the	visible	from	

it-self	and	allow	it-self	to	appear	there”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	

24).	With	respect	to	Achilles	therefore,	it	was	the	invisible	god	quality	which	

allowed	it-self	to	be	seen	as	distinct	from	Achilles’	normal	human	visible	

qualities.		

Marion	presents	a	supreme	example	of	the	icon,	as	it	is	expressed	in	Paul’s	

formula,	and	which	he	applied	to	Christ;	the	“icon	of	the	invisible	God”	(Col.1:15).	

Christ	is	the	true	icon	of	God,	in	that	the	invisible	qualities	of	the	invisible	God	

are	seen	to	be	deduced	in	the	visible	resemblance	of	the	Christ.	Therefore,	every	

icon	needs	to	be	understood	in	this	sense,	as	presenting	the	“invisible	icon”,	and	

not	only	a	visible	icon.22	Effectively	this	means	that,	while	the	icon	is	presented	it	

																																																													
21	Robyn	Horner,	Jean-Luc	Marion:	A	Theo-logical	Introduction	(Surrey:	Ashgate,	2005),	67-77.	This	
idea	is	developed	by	Marion	resulting	in	his	fully	fledged	concept	of	the	saturation	of	certain	
phenomena.		
22	Steven	Shakespeare,	Derrida	and	Theology	(London:	T	&	T	Clark,	2009),	66.	This	is	what	Derrida	
vehemently	disliked	with	logocentrism	–	in	that	there	is	no	centre	or	stopping	point	to	a	referent.	
Alexander	Jensen,	SCM	Core	Text	Theological	Hermeneutics	(London:	SCM	Press,	2007),	10-18.	This	is	
a	good	example	of	what	Jensen’s	was	referring	to	when	he	outlined	how	the	hermeneutical	tradition	
understands	language,	that	it	was	derived	from	Platonic	understandings,	yet	can	also	been	seen	in	
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still	allows	the	invisible	God	to	remain	invisible.	It	is	not	unseen	because	it	is	

omitted	by	the	aim,	but	it	is	unseen	because	it	is	distinguished	from	the	

intentional	aim	and	“rendered	visible	this	invisible	(God)	as	such	–	

unenvisageable”.	Thus,	whether	this	“invisible	(god)	remains	invisible	or	that	it	

(god)	should	become	visible	amounts	to	the	same	thing”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	

without	Being	1991,	18).		

Marion,	building	on	this	idea	of	the	unenvisageable,	makes	use	of	the	contrast	

between	visable	and	invisable	to	distinguish	between	the	idol	and	the	icon,	and	

in	their	effect.	It	is	the	purpose	of	the	idol	to	distinguish	the	visible	from	that	of	

the	invisible,	yet	remains	unable	to	do	so,	because	it	consigns	the	invisible	(god)	

to	that	of	being	“invisable”	–	that	which	cannot	be	aimed	at.	Whereas,	it	is	the	

icon’s	function	to	attempt	to	render	the	invisible	(God)	visable	–	that	which	can	

indeed	be	aimed	at.	Therefore,	the	icon	permits	the	visible	to	remain	visible,	but	

paradoxically,	it	also	allows	the	invisible	(god)	to	remain	both	invisible	and	

visible	as	such.	Again,	the	icon	invariably	shows	nothing,	but	it	teaches	the	gaze	

to	return	to	the	visible	time	and	again	–	all	the	way	into	infinity	and	back	again,	

to	this	infinity	–	while	always	finding	something	new	in	the	exercise.		

In	Marion’s	narrative,	the	icon	is	always	serving	the	invisible.	The	icon	beckons	

and	encourages	the	gaze	to	extend	itself	past	itself,	yet	it	is	never	able	to	freeze	

upon	it-self,	as	it	so	often	does	in	the	idol,	“since	the	visible	only	presents	itself	in	

view	of	the	invisible”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	18).	Finally,	this	

means	that	the	gaze,	when	it	looks	upon	the	icon,	is	not	permitted	to	settle.	Since,	

it	is	continually	sent	back	up	the	“infinity	stream”23	to	focus	upon	the	invisible,	it	

																																																																																																																																																																															
Stoic	thinking,	between	the	inner	word	(logos)	and	the	spoken	word	(logos	prophorikos/virbum	
externum).	See	also	Chapter	1,	section	on	Early	Structuralism,	pp	12-16.		
23	Steven	Shakespeare,	Derrida	and	Theology	(London:	T	&	T	Clark,	2009),	62.	In	similarity	to	Derrida’s	
“trace”	Marion’s	“infinity	stream”	returns	to	no	origin	or	settling	point.	“The	visible	only	presents	
itself	in	view	of	the	invisible”	and	vice	versa.	Derrida	writes	“The	trace	is	in	fact	the	absolute	origin	of	
sense	in	general.	Which	amounts	to	saying	once	again	that	there	is	no	absolute	origin	of	sense	in	
general.	The	trace	is	the	difference	which	opens	appearance	and	signification.	Articulating	the	living	
upon	the	nonliving	in	general,	origin	of	all	repetition,	origin	of	ideality,	the	trace	is	not	more	ideal	than	
real,	not	more	intelligible	than	sensible,	not	more	a	transparent	signification	than	an	opaque	energy	
and	no	concept	of	metaphysics	can	describe	it”.			
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further	enables	the	gaze	to	rise	up	and	mount	this	“infinite	gaze”	(J.-L.	Marion,	

God	without	Being	1991,	18).	

The	Face	that	Envisages		

Marion	now	turns	to	the	problem	of	terms,	specifically,	the	traditional	

terminology	used	for	the	invisible.	When	the	invisible	as	such	is	made	visible	

under	the	reign	of	the	metaphysical	term	“ousia,”	only	then	the	“divinity	of	the	

gods	or	of	God”	will	become	“visible	(sensible,	intelligible)”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	

without	Being	1991,	19).	It	does	this	by	setting	up	the	boundaries	of	what	can	be	

visible,	of	these	substances	and,	in	particular,	what	can	be	visible	in	regard	to	

their	invisibility.	It	will	therefore	be	the	umbrella	term	that	will	determine	the	

aspects	and	concepts	concerning	the	divine.	Marion	notes	that	the	term	ousia24	is	

not	the	only	term	that	has	been	utilized	to	determine	the	aspectual	and	

conceptual	bounds	of	the	visibility	and	invisibility	of	the	divine.	At	the	same	time	

it	is	clear	that	he	wants	to	provide	what	he	believes	is	a	more	suitable	term	in	

light	of	his	own	narrative.	

Swerving	to	take	another	path,	Marion	appeals	to	the	term	“hupostasis”	and	it	is	

this	term,	and	its	understanding,	that	will	ultimately	determine	the	status	of	the	

icon.	As	if	receiving	approval	for	this	status,	he	quotes	Heinrich	Joseph	

Dominicus	Denzinger	(1819-1883)	a	Catholic	scholar	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	

Being	1991,	202),	who	gives	the	traditional	Catholic	understanding	of	the	icon,	in	

that;	“He	who	venerates	the	icon	venerates	in	it	the	hypostasis	of	the	one	who	is	

inscribed	in	it”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	19).	This	led	to	the	Latin	

Fathers	translating	this	word,	icon,	for	its	equivalent	and	more	correct	word	

persona.	Through	enlisting	this	new	term,	it	was	their	intention	to	repel	any	

																																																													
24	Iain	Thomson,	“Ontotheology?	Understanding	Heidegger’s	Destrucktion	of	Metaphysics,”	
International	Journal	of	Philosophical	Studies,	Vol	8(3),	318.	Heidegger’s	new	beginning,	instead	of	in	
onto-theology,	in	phenomenological	terms	as	“self	opening	(physis)”	and	“the	historical	clearing	of	
conceptual	truth	(aletheia),”	having	being	forgotten	“ossified	into	the	permanent	presence	of	(ousia)	
and	swallowed	up	into	the	metaphysics	of	substance”.	The	inception	of	“Being,”	understood	as	
“showing	up,	and	“The	inception	of	its	history,	‘Being’	clears	itself	as	emerging	(physis)	and	disclosure	
(aletheia).	From	there	it	acquires	the	cast	of	presence	and	permanence	in	the	sense	of	enduring	
(ousia).	Thus	begins	metaphysics	proper”.							
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transfer	of	meaning	understood	in	the	nature	of	the	substantial	presence.	This	

new	term	“persona”	would	reflect	an	idea	that	was	“more	correct”	(J.-L.	Marion,	

God	without	Being	1991,	19).	This	term	would	harmonize	more	with	an	icon’s	

hypostatic	presence	by	only	presenting	that	which	mostly	and	properly	

characterized	it.	More	significantly,	for	Marion,	the	term	(terms)	serves	to	

underpin	the	importance	of	the	icon,	which	he	goes	on	to	elaborate.			

It	is	the	source	and	direction	of	the	(intentional)	aim,	and	its	gaze,	that	is	all-

important	when	distinguishing	between	icon	and	idol;	it	means	the	difference	

between	a	gaze	that	merely	lands	on	the	first	visible	and	one	that	is	penetrating;	

a	“trans-piercing	gaze”	that	supersedes	it.	Using	the	two	terms	introduced	above;	

hypostasis	and	persona;	Marion	sets	out	to	illustrate	this	point	more	

dramatically.	He	first	states	that,	when	comparing	the	intentional	aim	of	this	

gaze,	with	regard	to	idol	and	icon;	one	is	a	perfect	inversion	of	its	antagonistic	

other.	As	far	as	the	gaze	is	concerned,	with	regard	the	idol,	it	is	referenced	to	that	

of	the	observer	who	aims	at	the	first	visible,	yet	the	gaze	of	the	icon	does	not	

belong	to	the	observer	but	to	that	of	the	icon	it-self.	In	the	icon	the	invisible	only	

becomes	visible	by	the	intention	of	the	invisible;	in	other	words,	this	aim	is	

actually	an	intentional	aim	within	the	icon,	and	not	one	that	is	dictated	by	any	

observer.	When	an	observer	looks	at	the	material	idol	it	is	his	intentional	aim	

that	ultimately	results	in	rendering	the	idol	possible.	When	this	same	observer	

contemplates	the	icon	it	is	the	invisible	in	person	(hypostasis)	who	is	actually	the	

one	that	looks	back	at	the	observer.		

The	invisible	looks	back	at	them	with	its	own	intentional	aim	by	continually	

contemplating	them	within	its	own	invisible	gaze.	Since,	it	is	an	awareness	of	this	

invisible	aim	that	ultimately	results	in	making	the	icon	by	allowing	its	observers	

to	visibly	view	the	intention	of	the	invisible.	When	an	observer	sees	the	material	

icon,	his	or	her	gaze	envisages	the	blind	side	of	the	first	visible,	they	in	turn	see	

the	invisible	intention	in	the	face,	of	the	icon,	who	looks	back	at	them.	It	stares	

back	at	them,	from	the	eyes	of	the	icon,	displaying	an	invisible	quality;	unlike	the	

gaze	that	hits	up	against	the	invisible	mirror,	in	the	idol,	which	only	returns	this	
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intentional	aim	back	to	its	observer.	It	is	the	gaze	of	the	icon	that	gazes	upon	the	

observer,	without	the	observer’s	own	aim	setting	up	an	invisible	mirror,	before	

them,	and	acting	as	obstacle.	The	icon’s	invisible	gaze	brings	the	observer	along	

an	infinite	stream	to	be	enthralled	in	its	infinite	depths.		

Marion	makes	the	profound	claim	that	it	is	only	the	icon	that	is	able	to	show	its	

observers	a	face.	Indeed,	every	human	face	must	be	considered	and	proffered	up	

as	an	icon	of	the	invisible	God.	It	is	the	“open	face25	of	an	icon	not	smiling,	as	this	

closes	up	the	face	with	a	mask	which	will	need	to	be	unfastened	in	it-self	to	take	

in	the	‘visible’”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	19).	This	smiling	face	is	

that	which	takes	up	this	invisibility.	It	must	go	on	to	open	up	and	reveal	the	

invisible	person.	It	must	offer	up	itself	to	be	contravened	beyond	sight	itself,	and	

then	be	venerated	as	being	beyond	sight	as	such.	This	process	can	be	understood	

as	a	journey	from	the	visible	person	(visible	icon)	to	the	invisible	person	

(invisible	icon).	The	visible	first	beckons	the	observer	to	travel	through	the	door,	

of	the	invisible	mirror,	and	then	past	the	bounds	of	any	of	their	intentional	aims.	

Once	this	invisible	mirror	is	trans-pierced	(penetrated),	it	will	then	open	their	

eyes	out	onto	the	invisible	face,	consisting	of	an	infinite	space.	It	captures	the	

observer	within	the	visible	eyes	of	its	visible	icon.	Yet	these	visible	eyes	have	

suddenly	been	integrated	into	invisible	eyes,	so	that	now,	both	sets	of	eyes	stare	

back	into	those	of	the	observer.	Finally,	the	observer	arrives	to	take	in	the	

invisible	God,	by	a	strange	property	and	process,	displayed	out	toward	them	in	

the	face	of	the	visible	icon.		

Marion	likens	the	call	of	the	visible	icon,	to	the	call	of	the	ebb	and	flow	of	an	

incoming	tide,	which	seems	to	beckon	the	observer	to	come	forth	and	bath,	in	the	

same	way,	the	infinite	depths,	as	seen	in	the	eyes	of	the	icon,	also	call	over	and	

over	again	to	its	observer,	to	come	forth	and	bath.	But,	unlike	the	warm	feelings	

of	a	salty	embrace	that	the	sea	offers	to	its	watchers,	the	infinite	depths,	can	only	
																																																													
25	Emmanuel	Levinas,	Totality	and	Infinity:	An	Essay	on	Exteriority	(Pittsburgh:	Duquesne	University	
Press,	1969),	194.	“The	face	is	present	in	its	refusal	to	be	contained.	In	this	sense	it	cannot	be	
comprehended,	that	is,	encompassed.	It	is	neither	seen	nor	touched	–	for	in	visual	or	tactile	sensation	
the	identity	of	‘the	face’	envelops	the	alterity	of	the	object,	which	becomes	precisely	a	part	of	its	
content”.			
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proffer	its	observers	feelings	of	meaningless	which	are	caught	in	a	sea	of	

incomprehensible	vastness.	

Visible	Mirror	of	the	Invisible		

Using	the	interplay	between	invisible	and	visible,	Marion	further	elaborates	on	

the	distinction	between	idol	and	icon.	In	the	idol,	the	invisible	is	made	visible	

through	the	intentional	aim	of	its	observer.	This	aim	is	reflected	back	off	its	

mirror	and	its	exact	copy	is	sent	back	to	its	originator.	The	aim	in	the	gaze	is	

unable	to	penetrate	this	mirror.	If	it	were	penetrated	it	would	reveal	an	excess	to	

any	observer’s	intentional	aim.	But	this	mirror	only	distinguishes	the	invisible	

from	the	visible	and	thereby	renders	the	invisible	visible,	in	accordance	with	the	

intentional	aim	of	the	observer.	In	the	icon,	as	Marion	has	expressed,	this	aim	of	

the	gaze	does	not	come	from	an	observer.	This	allows	the	icon	to	bring	together	

the	invisible	and	the	visible	to	coexist	in	its	eyes.	These	concepts	of	visible	and	

invisible	are	thereby	not	opposed	to	each	other,	since	any	gaze	only	consists	of	

an	intention.	

Marion	elaborates	on	how	this	intention	draws	the	apparent	dualisms	together.	

The	invisible	gaze	within	the	icon	involves	this	intention	in	the	eyes	and	face,	so	

that	any	increase	in	the	visibility	of	the	face	will	only	allow	“more	of	the	invisible	

intention	and	whose	gaze	envisages	us	to	become	more	visible”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	

without	Being	1991,	21).	And	it	is	in	the	depth	of	the	face	and	eyes	that	opens	out	

to	envisage	the	observer.	It	will	permit	the	icon	to	unite	both	its	visible	and	

invisible	qualities.	It	is	this	resultant	depth	that	will	enjoin	itself	to	reveal	the	

intention	of	the	invisible.	It	is	this	enjoinment	that	ushers	the	intention	from	

infinity.	It	penetrates	the	icon	to	reveal	this	infinite	depth.	The	aim	of	the	idol	is	

fixed	to	a	reflex,	which	originates	from	a	predetermined	point.	This	reflex	can	

only	return	to	that	original	point.	The	aim	of	the	icon,	however,	is	not	fixed	to	a	

predetermined	point.	When	it	reflexes,	it	is	a	reflex	that	continually	returns	an	

invisible	gaze	within	the	infinite	depths	of	nothingness.	It	only	receives	the	deep	

unfathomable	depth	from	its	reflex.	This	received	depth	enhances	the	face	of	the	

icon	with	an	ever	recurring	infinite	depth.	It	is	the	look	of	the	searching	observer	
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upon	the	icon	that	will	only	result	in	exponentially	intensifying	this	depth.	And	it	

is	due	to	the	intensity	of	this	deep	stare	that	will	eventually	cause	them	to	avert	

their	gaze.		

The	icon	does	not	lend	itself	to	self-importance.	As	Marion	maintains,	“it	is	only	

the	idol	that	desires	to	be	apprehended	and	not	the	icon!”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	

without	Being	1991,	23).	This	should	be	a	good	enough	reason	to	withdraw	the	

icon	from	all	aesthetic	aims,	such	as	art.	It	is	the	idol	alone	that	requires	the	

human	gaze	and	pre-supposes	an	aesthetic	aim.	It	is	the	human	intentional	aim	

that	measures	the	idol.	It	imposes	its	look	onto	it	and	returns	their	own	reflection	

back	to	them	again.	Whereas,	the	icon	is	unmeasurable,	because	what	it	returns	

is	merely	a	continuous	loss	for	any	aim	of	the	human	gaze.	The	human	gaze	will	

eventually	tire	and	give	way,	yet	the	invisible	depth	in	the	icon	will	never	tire.	

The	icon	registers	no	other	gauge,	but	only	its	own	and	infinite	excessiveness.	

With	regard	to	the	divine,	the	idol	sculpts	its	god/s	in	accord	with	the	pattern	

given	it.	This	pattern	comes	via	the	intentional	aim	within	an	observer’s	gaze.	Yet	

the	icon	does	not	reflect	back	the	intentional	aim	of	the	observer,	in	regard	to	the	

divine,	since	the	intentional	aim	resides	in	the	face	of	the	icon.	And	it	is	this	

invisible	gaze	that	observes	the	observer	and	reflects	back	only	“a	revelation	of	

an	abyss	that	the	eyes	of	men	never	finish	probing”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	

Being	1991,	22).		

As	Marion	has	already	noted,	idol	can	become	icon	through	the	passage	of	time.	

Yet,	it	is	also	the	case	that,	from	its	conception,	idol	is	distinguished	from	icon.	

The	idol	has	originated	from	the	intentional	aim	of	the	artist’s	gaze,	which	has	

been	captured	in	material	form.	Therefore,	the	intentional	aim	has	been	reflected	

back	to	its	maker.	Or,	as	Marion	further	expresses	it,	the	idol	comes	from	the	

brilliance	of	the	first	visible	and	it	is	this	brilliance	that	has	consequently	

determined	certain	parts	of	its	nature;	these	are	aspects	of	its	maker’s	own	

conception	of	the	divine.	Moreover,	the	source	of	these	certain	perceived	parts	–	

reflected	in	the	idol	–	must	have	come	from	a	place	where	the	sum	total	of	that	
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nature	resides.	And	so	we	have	come	full	circle;	for	this	full	and	divine	nature	

comes	from	the	intentional	aim	of	the	maker.		

The	icon,	of	course,	has	a	different	starting	point	to	that	of	the	idol.	While	Marion	

does	not	deny	that	the	icon	was	fabricated	by	the	hands	of	men,	at	the	same	time	

he	claims	that	the	icon	comes	from	elsewhere;	its	origin	does	not	come	from	any	

intentional	aim	residing	in	the	artist.	Its	source	is	from	an	invisible	aim	and	it	is	

the	brilliance	of	this	aim	that	makes	itself	visible	in	the	face	of	the	icon.	

Furthermore,	the	source	of	this	invisible	depth	part	of	its	visible	characteristic,	

which	is	reflected	in	the	face	of	the	icon,	has	come	from	a	sum	total	of	that	

invisible	depth.	This	could	be	understood	in	much	the	same	way	that	Plato	

understood	the	good,	since	he	also	claimed	that	a	part	of	the	essence	of	the	good	

was	in	the	world.	This	allowed	him	to	speculate	upon	the	idea	that	it	had	come	

from	some	original	source	which	he	titled	the	“perfect	Good”	(Plato	2011,	80).		

Consequently,	this	intention	that	envisages	comes	to	the	observer	from	

elsewhere.	Part	of	its	source-bank	nature	is	disclosed	in	the	face	and	eyes	of	the	

icon,	these	are	its	orifices	into	the	visible	world.	The	observer	contemplates	the	

icon	and	this	contemplation	consists	in	crossing	the	depth	that	floats	up	in	the	

visibility	of	the	face.	Thus,	the	observer	responds	to	the	revelation	at	the	point	

where	the	invisible	is	made	visible,	yet	this	requires	the	observer	to	gain	an	

interpretational	lens.	It	is	this	lens	that	allows	the	observer	to	“read	in	the	visible	

the	intention	of	the	invisible”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	23).	In	this	

process	the	observer	exchanges	their	gaze	for	the	gaze	that	iconistically	

envisages	them.	Invariably	the	icon	turns	the	observer’s	gaze	upside	down	with	a	

confounding	phenomenological	exactness	so	that	the	crucial	moments	of	the	gaze	

toward	the	idol	are	subsided.		

Therefore,	in	this	process	of	gaining	a	different	interpretational	lens,	the	

observer	undergoes	a	dramatic	reversal	and	Marion	uses	1	Cor.	13:18	in	order	to	

explain	this	reversal.	The	observer’s	aim,	in	their	gaze	at	the	icon,	does	not	

choose	its	first	visible	since	this	visible	is	unable	to	be	grasped.	Yet	it	does	submit	

itself	to	an	apocalyptic	exposure	for	it	is	this	which	actually	becomes	visible	for	
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the	observer.	Whereas	in	the	idol,	an	invisible	mirror	is	set	up	to	reflect	back	the	

observer’s	own	aim	in	the	gaze,	in	this	case;	the	observer’s	gaze	becomes	an	

optical	mirror.	Thus,	rather	than	experiencing	a	gaze	that	reflects	back	oneself,	

the	observer	suddenly	realises	that	he	or	she	is	being	looked	at	by	another,	but	

with	a	more	radically	intense	look.	It	is	the	observer	that	now	“becomes	the	

mirror	of	an	invisible	gaze	that	subverts	them	to	the	measure	of	its	glory”	(J.-L.	

Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	45).		

Marion	sums	up	this	reversal	in	the	observer’s	gaze,	when	they	are	

contemplating	icon	rather	than	idol.	It	is	the	gaze	in	the	icon	that	“summons	us,	

face	to	face,	person	to	person”	(1	Cor.	13:12)	and	it	is	through	the	painted	

visibility	of	its	incarnation,	as	well	as	the	factual	visibility	of	our	flesh	that	is	no	

longer	the	visible	idol,	as	the	invisible	mirror	of	our	gaze,	but	now	our	face	is	

actually	the	visible	mirror	of	the	invisible”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	

46).	

The	Concept	that	is	a	Channel	for	the	Icon		

Both	the	idol	and	the	icon	present	a	medium	through	which	to	mobilise	their	

respective	results.	The	idol	can	implement	its	measure	of	the	divine	by	reflecting	

back	to	its	observer	their	own	aim,	but	now	by	the	concept.	Marion	encourages	

the	reader	to	accept	that	the	icon,	though	it	can	proceed	conceptually,	cannot	be	

conceived	by	implementing	human	concepts	of	the	divine.	This	point	turns	on	the	

question	of	authority;	human	concepts	must	be	submitted	to	the	authority	of	the	

invisible.	Marion	claims	that	it	is	only	when	concepts	are	submitted	to	the	

invisible	measure	can	they	“correctly	serve	as	an	intelligible	medium	for	the	

icon”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	25).	Whatever	concept	is	

implemented	it	must	be	able,	responsible,	and	authentic	in	speaking	for	this	

infinite	depth.	Leaving	nothing	to	chance,	Marion	goes	on	to	state	what	concepts	

fit	this	measurement.	Firstly,	the	only	valid	human	concept	of	the	divine	is	

distance.	This	concept	is	appropriate	because	it	represents	the	formal	definition	

of	another	underlining	and	accepted	conceptual	term;	infinity.	This	second	term	

truly	defines	the	scope	of	any	human	concepts	of	the	divine,	because	it	most	fully	
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expresses	the	idea	that	divine	“cannot	be	grasped	at	all”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	

without	Being	1991,	195).	Therefore,	the	term	infinity	is	an	appropriate	and	

thoughtful	definition	of	the	divine,	as	well	as	being	“indeterminable	by	concept”	

(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	23).		

Marion	reiterates	that	correct	concept	use	is	not	about	trying	to	decide	on	certain	

concepts	to	determine	the	divine	which	would	only	revert	to	idolatry.	Rather,	the	

emphasis	should	be	on	someone’s	use	of	a	concept	to	establish	an	intention,	

because	it	is	intention	that	is	able,	visibly,	to	distinguish	the	visible	from	the	

invisible.	It	does	this	by	making	the	invisible	visible	in	the	very	face	of	the	icon.	

Therefore,	any	concept	that	is	adopted	must	serve	to	reinforce	the	distinction	

between	the	visible	and	the	invisible	yet	and	more	importantly,	it	must	also	

maintain	their	union.	Any	approved	concept	must	enhance	not	only	the	icon	all	

the	more,	but	it	must	also	highlight	and	enhance	the	infinite	within	it.	Any	such	

concept	prohibiting	this	distinction	in	union	will	certainly	violate	this	defined	

scope	of	the	invisible	concept	of	the	visible	icon	and	it	will	fall	back	into	the	

domain	of	the	absolutist	idol.	He	believes	that	any	icon	that	can	maintain	this	

union,	while	at	the	same	time,	increasing	the	measure	of	the	distinction	should	

enhance	both	its	visible	and	invisible	aspects	equally.	Accordingly,	the	concept	

distance;	that	Marion	authorises	as	already	residing	in	the	icon;	no	doubt	helps	

to	maintain	this	union.			

Coming	Out	of	Being	

Having	suggested	alternative	concepts,	Marion	now	questions	the	use	of	being	in	

as	far	as	it	has	come	to	prominence,	especially	in	philosophy	and	specifically,	

phenomenology.	Also,	with	respect	to	the	subject	matter	of	God,	this	invariably	

impacts	on	theology.	He	begins	with	Heidegger’s	(Thomson	2000,	316-318)	

contention,	that	the	anteriority	of	“Being”	is	justified	in	the	phenomenological	

sense,	more	specifically,	it	is	justified	by	the	human	being	in	the	world,	termed	

Dasein.	It	is	the	privilege	and	an	essential	characteristic	of	this	Dasein	to	

comprehend	its	being	and	to	comprehend	something	like	“Being”.	Marion	

concludes	that,	on	this	basis,	any	comprehension	or	investigation	of	all	beings	
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and	over	every	regional	ontic	investigation	must	begin	from	this	peculiar	

neutrality	of	Dasein	and	this	privileged	position	of	Dasein	tends	to	perpetuate	an	

extreme	individualism,	even	“radical	atheism”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	

1991,	57).	Moreover,	Marion	claims	that	philosophical	research	is	atheistic;	yet,	

this	peculiar	neutrality	in	Dasein	leads	to	a	position	of	suspension	rather	than	a	

direct	negation	of	the	existence	of	God.	

Marion	is	clearly	concerned	about	the	dominant	influence	of	this	position	and	its	

negative	effects.	Taking	this	position	realizes	that	every	other	ontic	position	must	

be	suspended	with	it.	The	term,	Dasein,	being	in	the	world,	controls	all	other	

terms.	This	means	that	no	term	can	appear	unless	aimed	at	and	seen	by	it.	He	

understands	that	being	in	the	world	(however	understood)	certainly	precedes	

the	question	of	God.	This	includes	the	metaphysical	“Being”	as	it	determines	the	

existence	of	the	gods,	the	divine,	the	holy,	God,	his	life	and	his	death	as	well	as	

any	similar	determinations,	invariably;	all	of	these	ideas/beliefs	must	submit	to	

the	phenomenological	condition	of	suspension.	The	final	negative	outcome,	and	

concern	for	Marion,	is	that	all	of	these	concepts	of	“Being”	are	subject	to	a	

possibility	of	idolatry,	or,	expressed	in	terms	of	Marion’s	own	theory:	“an	idol	

determines	the	‘god’	on	the	basis	of	the	aim,	hence	an	anterior	gaze”	(J.-L.	Marion,	

God	without	Being	1991,	54).		

Marion’s	example	is	not	only	intended	to	reveal	the	potential	for	idolatry	in	the	

understanding	of	Dasein,	being	in	the	world,	but	the	problem	of	the	concept	of	

“Being”	full	stop.	When	one	thinks	of	“Being”	as	such,	Marion	contends,	one	must	

not,	nor	cannot	think	anything	other	than	of	ontic	beings.	Therefore,	one	has	

already	considered	God	as	a	being	in	advance.	It	is	this	pre-comprehension	which	

has	already	exhausted	in	advance	God’s	existence	as	a	question.	Under	the	

category	of	“Being”	and	thought	theologically,	God	is	already	considered	as	an	

ontic	being.	Any	questions	concerning	his	existence	stand	protected	behind	this	

category	mask.	Since	God	just	has	to	be.	This	term	God	comes	to	first	visibility	as	

a	being	which	in-turn	sets	up	an	invisible	mirror.	This	first	visibility	will	only	

reflect	back	this	pre-comprehensive	aim	from	itself	to	all	its	enquirers.	Marion	
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believes	this	aim,	God	is	a	being,	is	itself	an	idol	“because	it	only	returns	the	aim	

that	in	advance	decides	that	every	possible	‘God,’	present	or	absent,	in	one	way	

or	another	has	to	be”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	47).		

Thus,	Marion	challenges	the	category	“Being”	and	questions	whether	it	is	a	

necessary	prerequisite	for	God	to	be,	in	order	to	give	himself	as	God.	He	likens	

the	category	of	“Being”	to	a	temple	that	allows	every	manifestation	of	God,	past	

or	current,	a	safe	haven	in	which	to	rest.	This	protects	these	gods	from	any	

criticism,	as	to	their	existence,	since	the	existence	of	the	temple	itself	is	

sanctioned	from	every	possible	criticism,	as	regards	to	its	own	existence.	The	

temple	becomes	the	idol	in	which	all	other	idols	can	take	their	refuge.	He	now	

turns	to	discuss	how	one	can	search	for	“a	more	divine	god”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	

without	Being	1991,	72).	But	this	must	be	done	outside	the	temple	precincts	of	

metaphysics	(God	in	view	of	a	being)	and	to	think	God	without	pretending	to	

inscribe	him	or	to	describe	him	as	already	existing	as	an	ontic	being.				

Marion	is	challenging	a	long-held	metaphysical	understanding	of	God	as	existent	

“Being”,	which	also	rings	true	according	to	our	own	nature.	He	has	already	

acknowledged	that	it	is	impossible	to	conceive	of	God	any	differently.	Never-the-

less,	Marion	now	seeks	to	change	the	reader’s	view.	He	first	comes	alongside,	by	

outlining	the	difficulty	of	thinking	God	beyond	onto-theology	and	outside	the	

ontological	difference.	This	certainly	means	that	one	must	no	longer	view	God	as	

a	being,	but	which	can	end	in	a	place	where	one	can	no	longer	think	at	all.	Yet,	

Marion	believes	that	not	being	able	to	think	God	should	be	viewed	as	a	step	in	the	

right	direction,26	toward	a	more	divine	god,	rather	than	the	path	to	absurdity.	

Moreover,	for	this	more	divine	god	to	be	thought,	if	he	must	be	thought	at	all,	
																																																													
26	Andrew	Louth,	Deny’s	the	Areopagite	(London:	Continuum,	2001),	142.	As	far	as	Deny’s	was	
concerned	he	identified	two	types	of	idolatry;	“those	who	think	that	by	their	own	intellectual	
resources	they	can	have	direct	knowledge	of	him	who	has	made	the	shadows	his	hiding	place.	And	
those	who	describe	the	transcendent	Cause	of	all	things	in	terms	derived	from	the	lowest	orders	of	
being”.	Mary-Jane	Rubenstein,	“Unknow	Thyself:	Apophaticism,	Deconstruction,	and	Theology	after	
Ontotheology”	Modern	Theology	19(3)	July	2003,	387-417.	The	Mystical	Theology	distinction	is	the	
degree	of	prolixity	the	author	will	exercise	in	his	writing	‘a	take	flight	upward’	the	more	our	words	are	
confined	to	the	ideas	we	are	capable	of	forming	so	that	now	we	plunge	into	that	darkness	which	is	
beyond	intellect,	we	shall	find	ourselves	not	simply	running	short	of	words	but	actually	speechless	and	
unknown”,	p.389.			
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these	thoughts	of	him	“must	surpass,	detour,	and	distract	all	representational	

and	non-representational	thoughts”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	75).		

As	far	as	the	more	divine	god	is	concerned,	and	in	defining	or	deciding	anything	

about	it,	any	of	these	previously	mentioned	means	cannot	provide	a	theoretical	

space	to	his	measure.	It	must	be	his	measure	that	exerts	itself	in	our	eyes.	It	is	

only	this	abode	of	excessiveness	which	will	easily	contrast	any	of	those	other	

limiting	human	abodes,	such	as,	the	ontological	difference	itself	and	hence	being.	

It	is	these	that	only	pretend	to	proffer	a	dimension	where	God	would	be	

thinkable.	Marion	further	supports	his	position	from	the	Jewish	biblical	

revelation	(Exod.	3:14),	since	it	reflects	that	any	human	identity	pertaining	to	

God	is	a	repugnance.	This	statement,	“I	am	the	one	that	I	want	to	be”,	from	

biblical	revelation	says	nothing	determinate	about	God	but	only	that	this	God	

does	not	reject	his	existence	or	“Being	as	such”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	

1991,	78).		

One	would	think	that	Marion	has	successfully	put	up	a	road	block	against	himself.	

The	matter	is	concluded.		He	cannot	speak,	nor	even	think	of	this	more	divine	

God,	because	even	to	contemplate	thinking	outside	the	measures	of	the	

ontological	difference	is	an	impossible	task.	As	he	himself	would	agree,	it	is	

almost	indispensable	to	all	thought!	(Caputo,	Philosophy	and	Theology	(Horizons	

in	Theology)	2006,	62).	This	is	the	conclusion	that	Anselm	came	to	when	he	

contemplated	naming	God	as	that	than	which	a	greater	cannot	be	thought.	He	

decided	to	abandon	this	enterprise	because	it	led	to	a	contradiction;	God’s	name	

would	become	that	than	which	a	greater	can	be	thought,	since	the	prior	

statement	would	actually	still	be	a	thought	(Hopkins	1976,	76).	

Yet	Marion	is	not	distracted	from	his	own	project,	whose	ultimate	aim	is	to	

proffer	a	way	out	of	this	bind.	Accordingly,	the	ontological	problem	now	becomes	

an	educational	tool	that	Marion	uses	towards	his	purpose.	More	specifically,	the	

ontological	difference	can	be	viewed	as	a	negative	educational	concept	of	the	

unthinkable	thought	of	God.	When	being	used	to	propose	a	determination	about	

God,	it	can	be	most	dangerous	because	it	produces	idolatrous	concepts,	however,	
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it	can	also	be	used	as	the	most	educational	and	profitable	tool	when	

contemplating	a	god	outside	of	this	difference,	because	it	can	be	presented	as	an	

correction.27	It	has	no	provisional	or	negative	acceptation	from	which	to	

determine	the	unthinkable	as	a	figure.	It	actually	exceeds	as	much	as	what	we	

cannot	think	as	what	we	can	think.		

As	if	echoing	Anselm,	Marion	states	that	“thinking	the	un-think-ability	of	God	is	

us	still	thinking	thoughts”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	89).	However,	

he	also	asserts	that	this	un-think-ability	serves	to	accentuate	the	gap	between	us,	

in	our	idolatrous	concepts,	and	God.	In	this	way,	the	unthinkable	taken	as	such	

does	eventually	bring	forth	the	more	divine	god	himself	and	characterizes	his	

true	appearance	and	arrival.	As	Marion	elaborates,	it	is	the	unthinkable	that	

agrees	with	“his	definitive	indeterminateness	for	a	created	and	finite	thought”.	

The	concept	“unthinkable”	forges	“the	gap”	between	“God	and	the	idol”,	a	

continuous	burden	seen	as	“God	and	the	pretention	of	all	possible	idolatry”	(J.-L.	

Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	92).		

Following	this	line	of	understanding,	Marion	posits	a	symbol	that	is	reminiscent	

of	the	Jewish	tetra-grammaton.	Marion	suggests	that	we	should	take	away	the	

quotation	marks	encapsulating	the	word	“God”	and	institute	a	cross,	or	the	letter	

“X”,	over	the	letter	“o”	in	this	word.	This	appearance	of	the	word	God,	no	longer	

within	quotation	marks,	defines	God	as	the	“unthinkable”	and	the	letter	“X”	over	

the	“o”	in	the	word	God	will	highlight	and	demonstrate	the	limit	of	the	

temptation	to	blaspheme	the	unthinkable	as	an	idol.	This	does	not	mean	that	

“God”	would	disappear	as	a	concept.	Yet	it	does	mean	that	the	concept	of	

unthinkable	will	now	enter	into	our	thoughts.	The	hope	is	that	it	will	render	
																																																													
27	Andrew	Louth,	The	Origin	of	the	Christian	Mystical	Tradition	from	Plato	to	Denys	(New	York:	Oxford	
University	Press,	2007),	243.	“The	interdependence	of	the	Mystical	Theology	and	the	Divine	Names	
shows	the	dialectical	pulsation	between	affirmations	and	negations	that	characterises	the	enterprise	
of	Christian	negative	theology	as	a	whole.	Here	negation	is	not	free	standing,	but	secures	the	
theological	character	of	the	affirmative	speech	patterns	in	address	to	God	or	in	speech	about	God.	
Being	cancelled	in	this	way	they	are	shown	not	to	be	ordinary	language	use	at	all,	but	speech	
burdened	to	the	point	of	excess:	as	exhausted	as	it	is	full.”	While	it	may	be	indispensible,	it	can	never	
do	more	than	qualify,	albeit	in	a	critical	manner,	kataphatic	God-talk.	It	functions	as	a	guardian	against	
abuse	of	affirmative	language,	especially	probably	against	its	univocal	application	in	matters	of	the	
divine”.						
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“itself	unthinkable	there	by	excess”.	The	crossed	out	God	understood	as	the	

unthinkable	will	now	be	able	to	enter	into	our	deliberations,	about	the	more	

divine	god,	and	also	be	able	to	critique	these	thoughts.	Furthermore,	it	will	show	

us	that	“his	unthinkableness	actually	saturates	our	thought	–	right	from	the	

beginning,	and	forever”.	This	understanding,	claims	Marion,	impresses	upon	us	

to	consider	the	crossed	out	God	“outside	the	question	of	Being,	outside	the	

ontological	difference,	unthinkable,	but	impassable”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	

Being	1991,	90-96).		

Marion	now	contemplates	a	name,	a	concept	or	a	sign,	which	will	enable	him	to	

proceed	to	where	the	crossed	out	God	can	penetrate	past	the	idolatrous	

constraints;	banished	of	the	conditions	of	possibility,	that	is,	by	thoughts	such	as	

Being,	if	God	is	a	being,	the	divine	abode,	if	God	depends	on	the	divine	and,	

through	this	deliverance,	to	take	up	some	place	that	is	worthy	of	him.	The	

crossed	out	God,	contends	Marion,	surely	does	not	have	to	be	in	order	to	love!	He	

asks	the	rhetorical	question;	in	the	crucifixion	of	Christ	is	He	determined	by	our	

own	definition	or	rather	does	he	surprise	us	by	his	own	determination?	The	

Christian	will	predictably	answer,	by	his	own	determination,	to	which	Marion	

promptly	responds;	yet	when	he	reveals	himself	we	promptly	turn	this	into	an	

idol.	

Marion	has	now	established	his	justification	for	the	use	of	at	least	one	(non-

idolatrous)	concept,	on	the	grounds	of	God’s	initiative;	he	need	only	spell	this	out	

in	definite	terms.	Thus	he	states;	“by	definition,	there	is	no	condition	which	can	

continue	to	restrict	his	initiative,	amplitude,	and	ecstasy”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	

without	Being	1991,	101).	And	this	initiative	can	be	expressed	as	love;	Love	

simply	loves	since	God	is	love	(1	John	4:8).	God	does	not	need	any	conditions	and	

so	He	loves	without	any	limit	or	restriction.	Love	gives	itself	without	any	

welcome	and	it	does	not	require	the	least	consideration.	Humanity	does	not	need	

to	pretend	to	build	an	abode	to	house	this	gift	of	simple	love	–	“but	purely	and	

simply	to	accept	it”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	102).	Love	just	is,	and	
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the	weakness	of	mankind	is	not	enough	to	disqualify	its	inventiveness	or	its	

achievement.		

At	last,	it	seems,	the	unbridgeable	gap	between	us	and	God	can	be	bridged,	but	

surely	this	requires	some	response	from	us.	Even	God’s	free	gift	of	the	Christ	

commanded	a	response.	And	indeed,	in	this	case,	there	is	a	response	to	be	made.	

Marion	states	that,	“in	order	to	accomplish	the	response	to	love	it	is	necessary	

and	sufficient	to	will	it”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	104).	The	will	is	

capable	of	refusing	or	receiving	this	already	given	gift	of	love.	Yet,	it	must	also	be	

affirmed	that	humanity	cannot	impose	any	of	its	conditions,	even	negative	ones,	

on	this	initiative	of	the	crossed	out	God.	It	is	certainly	not	the	aim	that	ultimately	

decides	on	the	idolatrous	possibility	or	impossibility	of	contact	to	and	from	God.		

The	symbol,	the	crossed	out	God	joined	with	the	concept	of	love,	seem	to	act	as	a	

deterrent	when	it	comes	to	idolatry.	As	Marion	interprets	it;	to	think	the	crossed	

out	God	as	love	“prohibits	ever	fixing	the	aim	in	the	first	visible	and	freezing	it	on	

an	invisible	mirror”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	105).	This	contrasts	

the	effect	of	a	concept	that	apprehends	by	gathering	to	itself	a	human	

comprehension	and	therefore	comes	to	result	in	an	idol.	Love	does	not	gather	a	

human	comprehension,	due	to	the	excessiveness	of	its	giving	nature	and	“since	it	

does	not	mean	at	all	to	take,	it	postulates	its	own	giving,	giving	where	the	giver	

strictly	coincides	with	the	gift,	without	any	restriction,	reservation,	or	mastery”	

(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	105).	Love	gives	itself	ceaselessly	thereby	

abandoning	itself	by	penetrating	through	its	own	limits	“to	transplant	itself	

outside	of	itself”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	106).		

Love,	as	Marion	portrays	it,	seems	to	flood	every	facet	of	idolatry.	The	essence	of	

love	consumes	every	discrimination,	depiction,	or	existential	in	its	fluctuation.	

Love	includes	the	idol,	only	to	subvert	it	in	its	after	swell;	the	idol	can	be	

surpassed,	only	by	letting	the	crossed	out	God	be	thought,	beginning	from	his	

single	and	untainted	demand.	In	this	respect,	love	acts	as	demand,	by	going	

beyond	the	limit	of	the	concept	–	every	condition	whatsoever	–	even	that	of	

“Being”	conceived	in	ontological	difference.		The	love	that	is	pure	demand	is	also	
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pure	gift;	the	crossed	out	God	can	only	be	thought	without	idolatry	beginning	

from	his	own	initiative	to	give	himself	to	be	thought	of	as	love,	hence	as	gift.	A	gift	

can	only	be	thought	from	a	thought	of	love	and	therefore	this	thought	of	love	

gives	itself	to	the	gift	to	be	thought.	Only	a	thought	of	love	that	gives	itself	can	

dedicate	itself	to	a	gift	for	thought.	God	as	“love	gives	himself	to	be	thought	of	as	

a	gift”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	110).	

Though	love	seems	to	conquer	all,	including	idolatry,	the	human	dilemma	makes	

it	more	complicated.	This	is	what	Marion	goes	on	to	elaborate.	Taking	his	lead	

from	Heidegger,	Marion	discusses	the	crossing	of	“Being”,	simply	put,	the	means	

by	which	we	break	the	strong	hold	of	“Being”.	From	the	outset,	he	states	that	the	

word	“Being	is	an	untheological	word,	because	it	is	not	compatible	with	Christian	

Revelation.	It	is	this	R/revelation	that	determines	the	way	of	its	manifestness	

and	therefore,	theology	does	not	have	to	prove	or	interpret	“Being”.	Moreover,	

theology	should	not	have	to	shield	itself	before	philosophy,	because	philosophy	

and	theology	are	foolishness	to	each	other	(See	discussion		on	wisdom	of	God	86-

95	on	1	Cor	1:22,	24;	Rom.	4:17	J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991).	Similarly	

it	is	foolishness	for	theology	to	ask	for	“Being”	in	order	to	secure	itself	a	new	

ground.	This	is	like	accepting	the	sort	of	illogic	expressed	in	an	oxymoron;	“a	

square	circle	or	a	wooden	iron”	(Derrida,	Semiologic	et	Grammatologie	1972,	45-

46).	Moreover,	it	is	nothing	less	than	imprudence	that	separates	theology	from	

“Being”.	He	has	already	pointed	out;”Being”	is	a	philosophical	term	and	therefore,	

foolish	to	theology	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	89).				

It	is	almost	cliché	to	make	the	point	that	theology	is	inundated	with	philosophical	

ideas	that	have	been	sourced	out	of	“Being”.	Therefore,	if	Marion	is	seeking	to	

untangle	this	relationship	simply	by	pointing	out	a	supposed	theological	

disposition,	then	one	would	think	that	he	is	expecting	too	much.	However,	this	is	

not	the	approach	that	Marion	is	taking.	Rather,	it	is	his	belief	that	this	

relationship	of	theology	toward	philosophy	and	vice	versa28	actually	does	

																																																													
28	John	Caputo,	Philosophy	and	Theology	(Horizons	in	Theology)	(Nashville:	Abingdon	Press,	2006),	3	-	
8.	See	Caputo’s	discussion	on	the	relationship	of	theology	with	philosophy	and	vice	versa.		
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nothing	to	liberate	the	more	divine	god,	crossed	out	or	not,	from	the	question	of	

“Being”.	In	fact,	it	subverts	his	actual	plan	to	found	true	theology	in	the	Catholic	

Eucharist.29		

The	reason	why	theology’s	recap	does	not	render	it	immune	from	the	question	of	

“Being”	is	because	“the	problem”,	as	Marion	sees	it	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	

Being	1991,	86),	is	bigger	than	theology	per	se,	yet,	by	implication,	still	impacts	

on	theology.	There	is	the	possibility	of	a	non-Christian	theological	discourse,	

which	may	also	involve	the	crossed	out	God	and	such	a	discourse	must	not	solely	

be	the	concern	of	Christian	theology.	The	discourse	must	extend	itself	wider	to	

include	notions	concerning	“Theiology	(philosophy’s	discourse	of	theology)”,	

because	these	thoughts	certainly	include	the	knowledge	of	a	Supreme	Being	or	

God	par-excellence.	Furthermore,	the	double	dimension	of	“beings	in	general”	

(ontological	direction)	and	of	the	“Being	par-excellence”	(theological	direction)	

can	become	in	its	essence	the	discipline	of	“beings	as	such”	(Dasein:	being	in	the	

world))	and	therefore	could	be	considered	under	the	range	in	itself	as	onto-

theological,	by	implication,	the	subject	of	theology.		

Marion	then	claims	that,	in	their	endeavour	to	construct	a	proof	for	the	existence	

of	God,	the	best	that	Theiology	can	offer	is	“a	blasphemy”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	

without	Being	1991,	36).	This	blasphemy	consists	in	the	determination	that	if	a	

god	needs	proofs	in	the	first	place	for	its	existence,	then	it	is	a	very	ungodly	god.		

	 	

																																																													
29	Jean	Luc-Marion,	God	without	Being	(Chicago:	Chicago	University	Press,	1991.),	153.	“If	the	
Eucharist	offers	the	only	correct	hermeneutic	site	where	the	Word	can	be	said	in	person	in	the	
blessing,	if	finally	only	the	celebrant	receives	authority	to	go	beyond	the	words	as	far	as	the	Word	
(revelation),	because	he	alone	finds	himself	invested	by	the	persona	Christi,	then	one	must	conclude	
that	only	the	bishop	merits,	in	the	full	sense,	the	title	of	theologian”.	Steven	Shakespeare,	Derrida	and	
Theology	(New	York:	T	&	T	Clark	International,	2009.),	118.	This	certainly	stands	in	contrast	to	
Derrida’s	and	the	understanding	of	Karl	Barth	to	revelation;	“On	the	one	hand,	he	(Derrida)	upholds	
the	unpredictability	of	the	future	and	of	event.	Nothing	can	truly	happen	without	openness	to	what	is	
to	come	that	exceeds	any	set	of	conditions,	any	law	or	programme.	On	the	other	hand,	if	we	are	truly	
open	to	what	is	to	come	then	we	cannot	confine	it	within	the	limits	of	one	institutionally	defined	set	
of	dogmas	about	the	content	of	revelation.	There	is	something	in	the	event	of	revelation	that	escapes	
such	constriction,	opening	it	to	other	interpretations	and	voices”.	
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The	Entry	to	Love	via	the	Reverse	of	Vanity					

In	his	process	of	solving	the	problem	of	(conceptual)	idolatry,	Marion	has	

brought	us	back	to	the	wider	considerations:	the	crossed	out	God,	outside	of	

“Being”,	will	continue	to	exceed	and	escape	us	from	two	points	of	view.	From	the	

perspective	of	Theiology,	where	we	hold	up	the	importance	of	beings,	the	

category	of	Supreme	Being	is	that	which	governs	the	more	divine	god.	Theiology	

admits	and	recognises	us	only	in	the	site	of	being	in	the	world	and	it	is	from	this	

site	which	the	ontological	difference	thoroughly	and	most	intimately	determines.	

It	is	the	place	where	we	find	ourselves	wholly	collapsed	in	by	the	conceptual	

category	of	the	being	of	beings.	From	the	point	of	view	of	Christian	theology,	we	

acknowledge	our	sinfulness	and	this	places	us	at	an	infinite	distance	from	agape.	

Therefore,	Marion	concludes	that	both	Theiology	and	theology	must	be	excluded	

from	his	more	divine	god	or	crossed	out	God.		

Whether	we	consider	ourselves	simply	as	human	(Dasein)	or	specifically,	sinful	

humanity,	it	is	apparent	that	the	concept	of	love,	by	itself,	will	not	help	us.	Rather,	

our	realisation	that	we	are	finite,	governed	by	“Being”	and	the	status	of	the	

sinner,	actually	forbids	us	access	to	agape.	Therefore,	with	the	crossing	of	

“Being”,	considered	radically	as	the	unthinkable	is	incapable	to	break	the	bounds	

inscribed	in	the	“Being”	of	beings.	The	unthinkable	only	brings	a	silence	whose	

very	emptiness	remains	horrendous	to	us.30	The	unthinkable	thought	merely	sets	

up	another	invisible	mirror	before	us,	this	time	repelling	back	our	aim	as	

unthinkable.	It	does	not	bring	us	any	closer	to	the	crossed	out	God,	since	this	

unthinkable	mirror	denies	us	access	to	the	icon	of	agape.	The	crossed	out	God,	as	

																																																													
30	Steven	Shakespeare,	Derrida	and	Theology	(New	York:	T	&	T	Clark	International,	2009.),	110,	134.	
This	is	horrendous	to	Marion	at	least	since	it	comes	close	to	atheism.	Derrida	expresses	this	well.		
“This	source	of	nothing	is	almost	nothing.	It	would	be	experienced,	if	it	were	experienced,	as	excess	of	
everything	that	can	be	related	to	it.	A	relation	of	nothing	to	nothing	this	relationship	is	barely	a	
relationship.	Imagine	the	God	of	negative	theology	attempting	by	him-self	to	describe	himself,	to	
catch	himself	in	the	grid	of	a	determining	discourse:	he	will	almost	annihilate	himself”.	Furthermore,	
“This	‘unthinkable’	undermines	the	integrity	of	humanity’s	response	to	God.	Unless	we	are	able	in	
some	way	to	recognise	revelation	when	it	comes	to	us,	we	are	unable	to	receive	and	respond	to	that	
event”.	
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agape,	will	continue	to	remain	behind	this	screen	as	the	unthinkable	and	we	will	

remain	cut	off	by	it.		

Marion	will	attempt	to	set	up	an	inter-space	which	will	open	up	between	the	idol	

and	the	icon	or	between	our	situation	of	finitude	and	the	crossing	of	“Being”	as	

agape.	

This	inter-space,	explains	Marion,	needs	to	be	an	indeterminable	type	of	space.	It	

must	neither	belong	to	the	space	of	the	idol	and	neither	to	the	place	of	the	icon.	

This	space	will	inscribe	an	attitude	that	is	distinguished	either	by	the	idolatrous	

gaze	or	by	an	iconic	face.	This	medium	must	serve	to	challenge	the	unperceived	

screen	of	the	category	of	“Being”.	Ironically,	it	achieves	this	by	lending	us	its	own	

screen	of	idolatry	so	as	to	sidetrack	the	ontological	difference	set	up	by	the	

screen	of	“Being”.	It	must	not	reach	the	space	of	the	icon	for	the	icon	only	begins	

to	come	into	play	at	the	moment	that	agape	envisages	our	gaze.	Marion	reminds	

us	that	it	is	not	our	gaze	that	determines	the	icon	“it	is	only	envisaged	by	the	

distance	that	agape	dispenses	and	traverses”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	

1991,	101).	Therefore,	in	the	search	for	an	attitude	we	should	be	looking	for	a	

gaze	that	would	see	nothing	of	the	idol	yet	at	the	same	time	a	gaze	that	“would	

not	discover	itself	seen	–	a	gaze	that	sees	nothing,	but	that	nothing	loves,	with	

neither	idol	nor	agape”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	106).		

The	Inter-Space	of	Boredom	

Marion	identifies	such	a	gaze	as	boredom.	He	uses	three	antithetical	ideas	to	

describe	this	attitude.	Firstly,	he	insists	that	it	must	not	be	“confused	with	

annihilation;	this	bored	gaze	does	“not	annihilate,	destroy,	or	even	deny”	(J.-L.	

Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	118).	Since	it	does	not	have	any	interest	and	is	

therefore	indifferent	to	any	negative	or	positive	interest	whatsoever.	It	is	a	gaze	

that	merely	turns	away	and	denies	anything	dignified.	Yet	it	never	destroys,	but	

places	this	dignity	far	from	its	spectacle.	It	only	brings	a	narrow	halo	of	inverted	

glory	around	any	such	visible.	It	does	not	even	pay	attention	when	it	gazes	upon	

the	visible.	Such	is	this	gaze	that	diverts	the	visible	and	refuses	to	notice	it.	This	
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refusal	de-stabilises	its	power	to	erect	itself	as	a	first	visible	(idol)	and	annuls	it,	

yet	without	having	to	annihilate	it.		

Secondly,	one	must	not	confuse	this	gaze	of	boredom	with	an	attitude	of	nihilism.	

Marion	asserts	that,	in	devaluing	even	the	highest	values,	nihilism	proceeds	from	

the	realisation	that	every	value	only	receives	and	loses	its	dignity	as	referenced	

from	some	foreign	evaluation.	Value,	then,	is	dependent	upon	a	person’s	own	

personal	preference	and	decision.	Nihilism,	in	this	respect,	does	not	escape	being,	

but	only	“assigns	to	every	being	a	new	way	of	Being	–	an	evaluation	by	someone’s	

will	to	power”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	85).	However,	Marion	

claims,	this	is	not	the	case	in	the	gaze	determined	by	boredom,	it	does	not	“found	

beings”,	it	does	“not	even	dispute”.	It	certainly	does	not	decide	in	favour	of	its	

own	foundation,	since	it	is	not	interested	in	its	favour	or	disfavour.	Such	a	gaze	

does	not	“establish	itself	as	an	ultimate	idol”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	

1991,	123).	This	gaze	of	boredom	does	not	in	the	least	concern	nihilism;	

similarly,	it	does	not	go	in	search	for	an	affirmation	like	will	to	power.	Boredom	

will	neither	hate	and	nor	does	it	love.	All	it	ever	does	is	to	abandon	itself	in	an	

attitude	of	pure	indifference.	Since	there	is	nothing	of	value	in	the	scope	of	

boredom,	unlike	the	task	of	nihilism,	it	does	seek	any	active	purpose	but	

abandoning	itself	of	any	purpose.		

Thirdly,	one	must	not	confuse	this	boredom	with	anxiety;	specifically,	an	

understanding	of	anxiety	as	“the	fundamental	mood”	given	to	it	in	the	status	of	

being.	This	status	of	anxiety	is	the	result	of	the	diminution	of	the	overall	category	

of	being	and	is	brought	about	by	a	phenomenological	operation,	which	allows	it	

to	operate	as	a	threatening	obsession	in	and	around	Dasein.	Dasein	now	governs	

being	as	repulsion	and	gesture	it	becomes	the	shepherd	of	“Being”	and	anxiety	is	

the	category	that	guards	the	concept	of	nothingness/nothing.	Anxiety	is	

experienced	and	holds	a	place	in	“Being”	on	the	part	of	reduction	of	

nothing/nothingness.	Anxiety	and	boredom	share	the	response	of	a	frightened	

retreat,	at	the	same	time,	neither	moods	lead	to	an	ontic	annihilation	of	beings.	
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Yet,	their	fundamental	response	to	nothingness	is	the	point	of	departure,	

according	to	Marion’s	portrayal.		

Anxiety,	continually,	cries	out	in	the	desert,	bringing	“Being”	to	silently	utter	

anxiously.	Yet	boredom	does	not	even	hear	nothing/nothingness,	it	is	deaf	to	any	

call,	locking	out	“Being”	now	controlled	by	Dasein.	Its	only	nature	is	to	suspend	

any	claims,	especially	those	of	“Being”.	Boredom	lends	no	interest	to	any	given	

being	and	it	therefore	releases	itself	from	every	constraint,	limit,	or	tie.	It	only	

manifests	itself	as	uninterested.	The	gaze	of	boredom,	with	the	attitude	of	

indifference	to	the	ontological	difference,	will	distract	any	potential	gaze	being	

fixed	on	any	being	of	interest.	It	moves	the	gaze	past	the	visible	idol	and	it	“stops	

it	short	of	every	icon	where	agape	could	envisage	it”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	

Being	1991,	126).	Under	the	attitude	of	boredom	the	gaze	sees	“all	and	nothing”	

(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	125).		

Meaninglessness	Rules	the	Gap	

Boredom’s	gaze	leads	to	indifference,	an	attitude	which,	predictably	so,	cares	

little	about	the	ontic	difference	between	being	and	non-being.	The	ontological	

difference	first	came	about	under	the	aegis	that	a	being	exists.	The	characteristic	

of	boredom’s	gaze	succeeds	in	ripping	“Being’s”	spectacle	away	from	it.	This	

ripping	is	facilitated	by	the	meaning	of	the	word	meaninglessness.	

Meaninglessness	stands	parading	its	bored	attitude	before	the	throne	of	“Being”,	

whilst	unfettering	it-self	from	its	bounds	set	up	in	the	ontological	difference.	The	

result	is	that	meaninglessness,	under	the	gaze	of	boredom,	rules	in	the	gap	

between	the	idol	and	the	icon.		

By	enlisting	the	term	meaninglessness,	Marion	is	close	to	accomplishing	the	

death	blow	to	the	very	name	of	“Being”.	He	is	positing	a	way	out	of	the	

ontological	difference	and	therefore	out	of	idolatry,	yet,	he	must	first	justify	his	

application	of	this	term.	He	begins	by	referencing	vanity	(meaninglessness)	in	

the	Old	Testament	book	of	Ecclesiastes.	As	Marion	interprets	it,	vanity	or	

meaninglessness	impacts	on	all	aspects	of	a	person’s	life,	or	being;	this	is	
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summed	up	in	the	phrase	“vanity	of	vanities,”	which	means;	“All	is	vanity”	

(Eccles.	1:2-3).		The	significance	is	that	meaninglessness	covers	and	affects	

everything	in	the	ontic	world	and	nothing	escapes	its	outlook.	Marion	notes	the	

rare	construction	of	another	phrase	“nothing	new	under	the	sun”	this	he	

interprets	to	read	“nothing	new	in	all	the	new.”	There	is	nothing	new	in	space	

and	time	when	it	is	seen	from	the	perspective	of	meaninglessness.	

Meaninglessness	always	strikes	in	the	absolute	without	limit	or	reserve.		

However,	it	has	not	yet	been	established	that	this	is	a	meaninglessness	that	

encompasses	all	beings,	which	is	clearly	Marion’s	aim.	Although	boredom	brings	

with	it	an	attitude	of	meaninglessness	on	the	totality,	it	cannot	be	confused	with	

the	totality	of	being.	The	text	of	Ecclesiastes	does	not	“use	the	copula	‘is’”	in	the	

phrase	“all	(is)	vanity”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	126),	and	besides,	

Hebrew	does	not	even	offer	a	strict	equivalent	of	the	verb	‘to	be’.	Marion	

concedes	that	the	relationship	with	which	boredom	strikes	with	vanity	cannot	be	

expressed	as	a	way	of	being.		Also,	because	the	text	of	Ecclesiastes	definitely	does	

not	express	such	totalities	as	life,	death,	knowledge,	love,	power,	and	evils	with	

the	word	being,	it	must	follow	that	vanity	also	must	not	be	encompassed	in	a	

totality	of	being.	Although	there	is	no	denying	that	the	totality	is	expressed	as	

vain,	yet	it	cannot	be	certain	that	this	refers	to	the	totality	of	being.	However,	

Marion	mitigates,	this	world	appears	as	creation	and	so	totality	could	be	

expressed	as	total	creation.	Marion	now	draws	on	Paul’s	theology	to	support	his	

clarification	of	totality	as	creation.	Creation,	Paul	writes,	first	“appears	being	

subjected	to	vanity”	(Rom.	8:20).	It	is	creation,	then,	that	is	“disengaged	as	an	

absolute	whole”	and	not	“as	a	total	being,	but	qualified	as	‘created”	(J.-L.	Marion,	

God	without	Being	1991,	126).		

This	leads	Marion	to	posit	two	totalities	(or	totalisations).	In	other	words,	there	

are	two	viewpoints	of	the	world	and	they	are	in	competition	with	each	other.	One	

interprets	the	world	from	the	perspective	of	being	in	its	difference	from	“Being”.	

The	other	interprets	the	world	as	vain	in	its	status	of	created	indifference.	This	

does	not	mean	that	creation	coincides	exactly	with	vanity	but,	when	seen	with	
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the	viewpoint	of	boredom,	it	allows	creation	to	only	be	seen	with	indifference.	

The	difference	in	the	world	“seems	to	loom	large	between	living	and	no	longer	

living,	enjoying	and	suffering,	having	and	not	having,	knowing	and	erring,	even	

being	and	not	being,	therefore;	this	difference	does	not	indeed	seem	to	be	an	

appearance,	but	the	reality”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	131).		

Marion	has	developed	the	idea	of	two	alternative	views.	He	has	also	presented	

one	of	these	views	as	the	true	reality	or	the	accepted	view.	He	is	now	in	a	

position	to	present	the	alternative	view;	the	foolish	view	which	is	the	view	

opened	up	by	the	term	meaninglessness.				

Meaninglessness	marks	this	reality	with	indifference	and	therefore	suspends	this	

reality	with	the	look	of	indifference.	It	is	the	only	point	of	view	that	sustains	an	

outlook	that	is	mad	or	exterior	to	the	real	world	of	difference.	It	is	an	exterior	

that	can	be	summed	up	as	foolishness.	It	is	an	exterior	world	that	is	marked	by	

the	two	concepts;	creation	and	vanity.	It	is	the	look	of	meaningless	that	shines	its	

brilliance	upon	the	world	of	difference	and	brings	forth	the	realisation	that	

another	exists	outside	of	it.	The	dark	flame	of	vanity	lights	up	a	fire	outside	the	

fireplace	of	the	world	of	difference.		

This	outside	world	as	creation,	and	not	as	being,	is	marked	with	indifference.	The	

world	of	being	is	marked	with	difference	and	has	no	advantage	to	the	man	in	all	

the	labour	by	which	he	labours	under	the	sun.	Against	the	backdrop	of	vanity,	

nothing	is	to	be	gained	in	the	world	of	difference;	nothing	matters,	a	man’s	

interminable	labouring	is	now	pointless.	Yet,	his	world	of	difference	presupposed	

a	view	that	has	an	interest.	This	is	not	the	case	in	the	world	of	creation.	Creation’s	

meaningless	viewpoint,	brought	on	by	the	gaze	of	boredom,	“couldn’t	care	less	

with	anything”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	132).	It	looks	on	these	

same	worthwhile	things	in	the	world	of	difference	as	being	empty.		

Marion	now	outlines	the	process	of	thought	that	happens	in	bringing	about	a	

viewpoint	of	meaninglessness.	First,	to	establish	a	basic	outline	of	this	process,	

he	returns	to	Ecclesiastes	(1:2-3).	There	he	notes	the	fundamental	mood	of	
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boredom	that	suspends	the	interest	by	indifference	(1:3),	then	he	notes	that	

boredom	trains	itself	on	totality	that	is	non-ontic,	but	only	in	the	state	of	creation	

(1:2)	and	finally,	he	points	out	that	vanity’s	superlative	redoubling	(vanity	of	

vanities)	extends	past	the	domain	and	dimensions	of	the	sensual	world	(1:2).	

Marion	ends	by	posing	a	question:	“when	vanity	strikes,	what	does	it	accomplish,	

in	fact?”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	134).			

Marion	applies	this	outline	to	Jerome’s	analogy	of	the	lantern	and	the	sun	which	

serves	to	explain	vanity’s	accomplishment,	in	changing	a	person’s	viewpoint	in	a	

specific	situation.	An	occupant	may	appreciate	the	light	from	a	lantern	to	light	up	

their	room	at	night,	but	when	the	sun	comes	up	in	the	morning	its	light	

disappears	yet	without	being	destroyed.	It	is	not	extinguished	by	the	brilliant	

light	of	the	sun.	Yet	this	light	from	the	lantern	suffers	a	vanity.	So	in	the	same	way	

that	the	sun	renders	the	light	from	the	lantern	invisible,	it	is	the	gaze	of	boredom	

that	allows	distance	to	bring	another	gaze	from	elsewhere,	one	that	rises	over	

the	world	rendering	the	world	of	difference	meaningless.		

This	indifferent	gaze	can	be	described	as	the	gaze	of	a	stranger	because	this	gaze	

renders	the	world	of	difference	odd,	unhinged,	and	a	foreigner	to	itself.	This	

world	of	difference	is	looked	upon	by	excess	and	this	look	is	taken	up	from	

another	pole	outside	of	it.	Meaninglessness	happens	when	the	world	finds	itself	

taken	into	view	by	another	view,	one	taken	outside	of	its	own	viewpoint	of	

difference.	So	when	the	writer	of	Ecclesiastes	sees	the	world	struck	by	

meaninglessness,	this	viewpoint	comes	from	within	the	gap	set	up	by	the	gaze	of	

boredom.	It	is	from	this	standpoint,	between	the	world	of	difference	and	the	

crossed	out	God,	that	this	world	is	viewed.	Yet	this	is	not	“as	the	crossed	out	God	

sees	it,	but	as	seen	by	the	crossed	out	God”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	

137).	It	is	like	seeing	the	world	from	the	planet	Mars	it	is	seen	“in	distance”	(J.-L.	

Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	135).	
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The	Eucharist	the	Proper	site	for	Theology	

Marion	applies	his	story	to	both	theology	and	the	ecclesiastical	situation.	

Authentic	theology	must	claim	to	speak	for	the	crossed	out	God,	who	crosses	out	

every	divine	idol,	sensible	and	conceptual.	If	theology	claims	to	have	as	an	

integral	objective;	discourse	sourced	from	God;	then	surely	it	should	seriously	

consider	that	it	is	only	God	who	can	speak	well	of	God.	Yet,	if	this	inconceivable	

God	is	speaking,	and	has	spoken,	by	giving	himself	as	the	Word,	even	as	the	silent	

Word	which	is	given	in	abandoned	flesh,	then	this	sort	of	theology	should	reveal	

its	God	within	it.	By	implication,	it	seems	that	God	can	speak	for	himself	and	

establish	his	Word,	and	Marion’s	concept	of	the	crossed	out	God	will	lead	to	this	

conclusion.									

Christian	theology	speaks	words	of	Christ,	or	about	Christ.	It	is	only	this	theology	

that	calls	Christ	the	Word.	Yet,	Marion	claims,	this	Christ	does	not	yet	speak	

words	inspired	“by	the	crossed	out	God	concerning	the	crossed	out	God,”	but	he	

does	bring	to	an	end	“in	himself	the	gap	between	the	speaker	who	states	

(prophet	or	scribe)	and	the	sign	(speech	or	text)”	that	concerns	this	crossed	out	

God.	Since,	not	only	does	he	“abolish	this	gap	but	he	also	abolishes	another	“more	

fundamental”	one.	This	second	gap	is	“in	us,	humanity”.	The	Word	need	only	

speak	himself	“the	Word”	and	all	is	done.	It	is	only	in	him	that	“the	sign,	the	

locator,	and	the	referent”	can	“commune”	without	any	misunderstanding,	

dispute,	or	confusion.	Thus,	this	Word	came	and	“pitched	His	tabernacle	(tent)	

among	us	(or	in	our	world)”	(John	1:14).	It	is	only	at	our	place	where	the	actual	

experience	of	language	irremediably	divorces	itself	and	it	is	here	where	he	will	

merit	these	senseless	stuttering	of	ours,	by	merely	saying	Himself	(J.-L.	Marion,	

God	without	Being	1991,	138).		

Marion	states	that	Christ’s	incarnation	is	redoubled	because	it	is	our	language	

that	more	resolutely	constitutes	us	than	our	flesh	and	bone.	He	incarnates	

himself	in	our	words	yet	men	cannot	render	to	him	any	homage	since	the	Word	

is	not	said	in	any	of	our	tongues	and	according	to	our	manner	of	speaking.	So	he	

proffered	himself	in	our	words	by	revealing	himself	in	them.	He,	therefore,	
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presents	himself	incarnate	to	us	before	our	words.	In	our	words	the	Word	

accomplishes	a	mysterious	un-speakableness	it	is	an	incarnation	that	moves	

before	our	words	and	which	allows	him	to	speak	as	the	un-speakableness	and	

which	also	he	lets	speak	him.	He	lets	us	speak	him	in	our	words	by	giving	himself	

in	them	to	be	spoken.		

The	Word	lets	himself	be	spoken	by	the	Father	as	his	Word	he	therefore	speaks	

for	the	Father	as	the	incarnated	Word	dwelling	in	our	world	and	he	presents	

before	us	Himself	as	the	incarnate	appearing	as	the	“unspeakable	Said”	in	our	

words.	This	“transference”	of	the	Word	from	the	Father	to	the	incarnate	Son	to	

the	anterior	of	our	words	designates	the	Spirit.	The	Word	“proffered	by	the	

breath	of	the	paternal	voice,	breath,	Spirit”	where	by	which	the	Father	and	the	

Son	“expire	the	same	breath”	that	is	the	Spirit,	one	inhaling	whilst	the	other	

exhaling	and	animating	the	Triune	God	who	“respires	among	us”	(J.-L.	Marion,	

God	without	Being	1991,	142).		

Any	true	Christian	theological	discourse,	therefore,	must	be	“a	said	of	the	Said,	a	

word	of	the	Word,	logos	of	the	Logos”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	

143).	Any	“doctrine	of	language,	theory	of	discourse	or	scientific	epistemology”	

needs	to	be	ordered	by	“the	event”	demonstrated	in	the	“redoubled	capital”	(e.g.	

“S”	in	a	said	of	the	Said)	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	143).	Any	

theologies	which	claim	to	do	a	theology	of	the	Word	must	not	precede	“the	Word,	

the	Said	or	the	Word”.	It	is	not	a	matter	of	“hermeneutics,	linguistics,	or	methods	

of	the	human	sciences”	or	conceding	“to	certain	conditions”	in	light	of	the	“Christ	

event”	which	goes	through	“a	few	modifications,	even	exceptions”	(J.-L.	Marion,	

God	without	Being	1991,	143).	Since	all	methods	fall	short	of	“the	Word”	and	are	

therefore	an	interpretative	word	of	“the	Word”	and	not	strictly	“the	authentic	

Word”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	143).	More	emphatically;	“if	a	logos	

pretends	to	precede	the	Logos,	this	logos	blasphemes	the	Word	(of)	the	crossed	

of	God”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	143)	The	theologian	must	allow	

himself	to	be	spoken	by	the	crossed	out	Word	of	God	whereby	he	must	abandon	

every	linguistic	initiative	and	only	then	will	he	be	able	to	speak	the	Word	of	the	
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crossed	of	God.	Since	it	is	only	“to	the	degree	that	the	crossed	out	God	will	speak	

our	language	and	teach	us	in	the	end	to	speak	it	as	he	speaks	it	–	divinely,	which	

means	to	say	in	all	abandon”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	144).	

It	is	on	the	event	of	the	death	and	resurrection	of	Jesus	that	the	Word	actually	

makes	his	appearance	in	the	text	and	it	“is	spoken	by	a	man,	fides	ex	auditu	

(made	audible	by	faith)”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	145).	And	this	

man	transmits	this	Word	in	a	text	of	the	original	“kerygma”	by	stating	it	or	by	

allusion,	or	else	by	deploying	its	dimensions	following	the	complete	New	

Testament.	Yet	the	event	makes	use	of	the	text	and	not	the	reverse.	The	Word	

announces	the	event	via	texts	which	become	an	occurrence,	as	a	revelation,	in	a	

man	who	has	abandoned	his	own	hermeneutic;	one	who	lets	the	Word	speak	his	

words,	or	rather	one	who	lets	the	Word	let	him	speak	human	language	in	the	way	

that	the	crossed	out	God	speaks	it	in	his	Word.		

The	Christ	event	does	not	properly	match	the	text	but	at	best	it	delivers	to	it	the	

traces	of	it.	Marion	gives	two	analogies	to	further	illuminate	how	this	

correspondence	of	consignment	happens	between	the	event	and	the	text.	He	

likens	this	relationship	to	the	way	in	which	“the	veil	of	Veronica	retains	the	

features	of	Christ”,	or	better,	for	me	at	least,	to	the	way	in	which	“a	nuclear	

explosion	leaves	burns	and	shadows	on	the	walls:	an	unbearable	radiation”.	It	is	

these	“shadows”	that	correspond	to	the	evangelical	texts,	and	it	is	the	“nuclear	

explosion”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	145),	which	is	the	cause	of	

these	shadows.	This	nuclear	explosion	is	therefore	the	original	Christ	event,	and	

the	effects	left	by	this	event	is	the	text.	The	visible	“evangelical	texts	fix	literally	

the	effects	of	meaning	and	memory	of	the	witnesses”	but	these	are	incapable	of	

determining	any	historical	meaning	“of	an	unimaginable,	unheard	of,	

unforeseeable,	and	in	a	sense	invisible	irruption”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	

1991,	146).	This	means	that	the	best	these	texts	can	proffer	its	reader	is	a	simple	

encounter	with	this	event.	But	what	inevitably	happens	is	that	the	reader	is	

continually	tempted	to	master	these	texts	with	their	own	hermeneutic	science,	

which	thereby	prohibits	all	utterance	of	the	event,	of	the	Said.	Marion	claims	that	



75	
	

“no	human	hermeneutic	could	ever	open	our	eyes	to	see	the	exegete	of	the	

Father”	(John	1:18)	until	we	accept	that	this	true	exegete	is	Christ	himself	(J.-L.	

Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	148).		

Accordingly,	Marion	believes	that	contact	with	the	true	exegete	can	only	be	

accomplished	in	the	theological	site	of	the	Eucharist.	He	refers	the	reader	to	the	

account	of	Luke	24	to	add	support	to	this	belief.	This	account	actually	describes	

Jesus	carrying	out	an	exegesis	of	“Moses	and	all	the	Prophets”.	In	Luke	24,	some	

of	his	disciples,	who	were	struggling	with	the	disappointment	of	his	death,	are	

departing	Jerusalem	on	their	way	to	a	village	named	Emmaus.	They	are	suddenly	

joined	on	their	journey	by	Jesus	himself,	but	they	are	unaware	that	it	is	him.	Yet	

at	that	time	they	were	discussing	an	infamous	man	named	“Jesus	of	Nazareth”	

and	all	“the	things”	that	had	happened	to	him.	They	recount	these	things	to	this	

supposed	stranger,	who	is	Jesus.		They	recall	how	God	and	the	Israelite	people	

had	considered	Jesus	to	be	a	man	who	was	“powerful	in	word	and	deed”	and	yet	

he	was	betrayed	by	“their	rulers	and	chief	Priests”	when	they	“handed	him	over	

to	be	sentenced	to	death”.	Moreover,	it	was	after	his	subsequent	death,	which	

came	by	way	“crucifixion”,	and	his	entombment	that	some	of	his	followers	

testified	to	seeing	him	“alive”	(Luke	24:19-24).		

After	listening	to	these	things,	then,	the	stranger	articulates	an	exegesis	for	them	

of	certain	undisclosed	pericopae	in	the	Old	Testament	Scriptures.	Although	he	

does	not	disclose	which	passages	they	were,	his	exegesis	of	these	passages	was	

enough	for	them	to	believe	that	these	“things”	that	they	had	recounted	to	him	

were	already	predestined	to	happen	to	him	(Luke	24:27).		Marion’s	

interpretation	reveals	that	the	text	discloses	two	different	hermeneutical	lenses.	

Jesus	used	the	Old	Testament	Scriptures	as	a	lens	to	interpret	those	“things”	the	

disciples	recounted.	In	contrast,	the	disciples	used	their	own	assumptions	to	

interpret	these	things,	in	that,	“they	had	hoped	that	he	was	the	one	who	was	

going	to	redeem	Israel”	(Luke	24:21).	From	this	vantage	point	these	“things”	(his	

words	and	deeds,	his	betrayal,	his	death,	burial,	and	resurrection),	as	they	were	
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interpreted	by	the	true	exegete	Jesus,	will	take	the	pride	of	place	in	determining	

any	authentic	interpretations	of	the	Scriptures.		

Marion	claims	that	this	account	describes	only	one	continuous	event	and	not	two	

independent	ones,	a	hermeneutic	one	(Luke	24:13-27)	and	Eucharistic	one	(Luke	

24:28-35).	It	is	in	the	event	of	celebrating	the	Eucharist	where	true	hermeneutics	

and	proper	theology	happen!	He	explains	that,	“the	Word	intervenes	in	person”,31	

as	he	did	on	the	road	to	Emmaus	to	his	confused	and	disgruntled	disciples,	in	

order	to	alone	complete	the	hermeneutic	in	the	Eucharistic	moment.	It	is	this	

intervention	in	person,	by	“the	true	referent”	of	the	Scriptures,	who	rubber	

stamps	his	mark	at	“the	centre	of	their	meanings,	of	the	Word,	outside	of	the	

works,	to	reappropriate	them	to	himself	as	‘what	concerns	him’”	(Luke	24:17).	

And	this	only	happens	at	the	celebration	of	the	Eucharist	where	the	hermeneutic	

(hence	fundamental	theology)	will	take	place.	

Thus,	it	is	only	in	the	space	of	the	Eucharist	that	the	true	theologian	is	found.	It	is	

among	the	Christian	assembly	that	celebrates	the	Eucharist	that	the	true	

theologian’s	hermeneutic	is	secured.	An	assembly	will	continually	reproduce	this	

hermeneutical	site	of	theology	every	time	it	celebrates	the	Eucharist.	The	texts	

are	read	before	the	assembly	begins	its	process	of	building	a	space	for	the	true	

exegete	to	enter	and	meet	with	them.	It	is	the	Priest	who	presides	over	the	

Eucharist	who	petitions	in	the	negative	by	asking	for	an	interpretation	to	

comprehend	not	words	of	the	text,	but	the	Word.	So	when	the	Priest	begins	by	

carrying	out	the	hermeneutic	of	the	texts	the	assembly	is	unaware	that	in	the	

Priest	“the	Word	in	person”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	147),	had	

taken	residence	among	them.	The	interpretation	is	verbally	executed	in	the	

homily	–	“the	literary	mode	par	excellence	of	the	theological	discourse”	(J.-L.	

Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	153).	This	must	“be	accomplished	in	the	

Eucharistic	rite	where	the	Word,	visible	absent,	makes	him-self	recognised	in	the	

																																																													
31	Daniel	L.	Migliore,	Faith	Seeking	Understanding	(Michigan:		Ww.	B.	Eerdmans	Publishing	Co,	2004),	
288-293.	See	an	array	of	ways	to	interpret	the	Lord’s	Supper.	These	can	be	seen	as	destabilizing	
Marion’s	only	way	of	interpreting	the	Lord’s	Supper.				
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breaking	of	the	bread,	characterises	the	Priest	as	his	person,	and	assimilates	to	

himself	those	who	assimilate	him”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	153).		

The	assembly	hears	the	words	passing	through	them	verbally	toward	the	

referent	Word	as	the	carnal	Word	walks	along	with	the	community	and	the	

community	with	him.	The	assembly	interprets	the	text	in	view	of	its	referent,	but	

the	assembly	is	also	interpreted	by	being	called	to	be	converted	and	interpreted	

by	its	referent	and	to	act	as	a	sacrament	which	is	by	actually	acting	in	the	

community.	It	is	“the	liturgical	service	of	the	theologian	par	excellence,	the	

Bishop”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	153),	that	allows	the	community	

to	be	interpreted	by	the	Word	but	also	by	allowing	itself	to	be	assimilated	and	

interpreted.		

The	Word	determines	any	true	interpretation	of	the	text	because	he	is	its	true	

referent.	The	referent	can	only	present	in	the	Eucharistic	celebration.	Therefore,	

true	theological	discourse,	devoid	of	idolatrous	subversion	of	its	referent,	occurs	

only	in	the	space	of	the	Eucharistic	celebration.	This	is	the	site	where	the	referent	

enters,	authorising	the	celebrant	to	say	his	Word	and	the	blessing.	It	is	the	

celebrant	who	finds	himself	“invested	by	the	persona	Christi;	then	one	must	

conclude	that	only	the	bishop	merits	in	the	full	sense,	the	title	of	theologian”	(J.-L.	

Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	153).	In	following	orthodox	Catholic	tradition,	

he	is	the	one	who	presides	over	the	Eucharist	and	“the	teaching	of	the	Word	

which	characterises	the	apostles	and	those	who	followed	in	their	place”	(J.-L.	

Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	147).	It	is	the	“bishop	who	delegates	to	the	

simple	Priest”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	147)	to	oversee	the	

Eucharist	but,	in	the	same	way,	that	the	Priest	falls	out	of	communion	with	the	

Bishop	and	can	no	longer	“enter	into	ecclesiastical	communion”,	the	teacher	also	

“who	speaks	without,	even	against,	the	Symbol	of	the	apostles,	without,	even	

against	his	Bishop,	can	absolutely	not	carry	on	his	discourse	in	an	authentically	

theological	site”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	153).	No	teacher	can	be	

designated	as	being,	or	performing	the	task	of,	“a	Theologian”	when	he	does	not	
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“inscribe	himself	into	the	Eucharistic	rite	opened	by	the	Bishop”	(J.-L.	Marion,	

God	without	Being	1991,	153).		

Distance	and	the	Eucharistic	Gift	

Marion	draws	in	the	wider	audience/readership	(communion	of	the	saints)	with	

further	explanation	on	the	right	attitude	of	approach	to	God.	Having	been	

released	from	this	category	of	being,	a	more	appropriate	one	must	be	sought	so	

as	to	advance	toward	a	godlier	god.	In	the	case	at	hand,	Marion	selects	two	

concepts	that	he	recognises	that	can	open	onto	this	godlier	god:	“vanity	and,	

conversely,	charity”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	169).	We	must	make	

our	approach,	whilst	always	being	mindful	to	avoid	the	pitfall	of	the	horizon	of	

being,	through	an	assumption	that	god	did	not	have	first	to	be	before	he	came	to	

first	love	us	and	so	this	love	was	always	before	we	came	to	be	in	the	being	of	

beings.	This	means	we	do	not	have	to	linger,	waiting	for	our	own	category	of	

being	of	beings	from	which	to	advance	to	envisage	him,	on	the	contrary,	we	have	

to	break	the	rules	of	being	in	order	to	risk	loving	love	–	bare,	raw.		Thus,	Charity	

shuts	us	out	of	our	priority	which	actually	resides	in	the	category	of	being.	

Therefore,	we	must	approach	the	godlier	god	from	its	antagonistic	concept	

vanity	via	melancholy,	and	not	from	that	of	love.		

Marion	claims	that	even	those	who	do	not	love	do	indeed	“experience	more	than	

nothing	in	this	disaster”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	132).	This	must	

mean	that	they	at	least	experience	vanity	through	melancholy.	Taking	Marion’s	

conclusion	for	granted,	that	we	are	actually	in	a	disaster,	then,	can	be	understood	

to	mean	that	whenever	we	try	to	aspire	to	love	the	only	way	open	to	us	is	from	a	

place	of	melancholy	with	its	only	resultant	gain	love	of	vanity.	Therefore,	Marion	

claims,	we	only	essentially	“experience	the	irreducibility	of	love	by	default”	(J.-L.	

Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	133).	It	is	from	this	rationale	that	an	answer	

emerges	to	this	problem;	it	is	the	concept	distance.	This	will	save	us	from	these	

two	manacles	of	melancholy	and	vanity,	which	have	kept	us	held	in	its	all	

persuasive	prison	of	being.	
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We	have	a	tendency	to	limit	God	within	our	own	conceptual	bounds,	but	a	change	

in	our	negative	perception	of	distance	will	help	release	us	from	these	bounds.	For	

it	is	out	of	this	Ground	of	grounding	distance,	that	our	saviour	figure	emerges	

transformed	by	the	concept	of	distance	into	an	abandoned	love,	and	from	this	

abandoned	love	into	the	gift	of	love	and	finally,	into	the	godlier	God	as	a	gift.	This	

godlier	God	precedes	our	being	and	the	metaphysical	category	of	being.	We	all	

experience	a	gift,	although,	in	the	form	of	the	love	of	vanity	which	have	been	

spawned	from	feelings	of	melancholy	–	distance/disaster	–	and	all	the	while	

being	unaware	that	it	is	out	of	love	for	our	own	vanity	that	our	conceptions	of	the	

divine,	in	the	form	of	an	idol,	come	to	eventuate.	Yet	a	completely	different	path	

has	been	forged	for	us	in	order	to	find	a	godlier	God.	This	godlier	God	can	only	

become	apparent	devoid	of	our	own	attached	idolatrous	reflection	of	the	divine,	

through	an	understanding,	in	the	Christian	traditional	sense,	of	the	icon.			

Therefore,	God,	understood	as	a	God	that	is	no	longer	under	the	aegis	of	being,	is	

now	enabled	to	come	to	us	in	and	as	a	gift.	For	God	did	not	have	to	first	be,	since	

he	loved	us	first	and	the	God	who	is	not	has	saved	Himself,	as	the	gift,	from	the	

category	of	being.	For	a	gift	does	not	have	to	first	be,	before	it	pours	itself	out	in	

abandon	that,	alone,	actually	causes	it	to	be.	He	saves	the	gift	from	the	category	

of	being	in	giving	it	before	we	came	to	be.	The	way	is	now	cleared	to	open	onto	

the	gift	or	charity	and	also	its	negative	accomplice	vanity.	Love	is	made	more	

than	it	is	analysed.	Marion	proceeds	via	the	Eucharistic	ritual	of	the	Word	which	

he	believes	delivers	itself	“from	the	words	of	the	text”	in	order	“to	be	made	flesh”.	

It	is	outside	the	text	that	“love	creates	itself	a	body”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	

Being	1991,	110).	This	love	“passes”	via	the	Eucharistic	gift	to	form	“one	body	

with	our	body”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	112).	He	claims	that	“if	

then	we	are	one	body	with	the	Word	then	surely	we	can	speak	about	or	for	this	

Word”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	112).	This	means	we	have	finally	

been	released	“to	speak	and	not	remain	silent”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	

1991,	114).			
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Dissemination	

Situated	within	the	Christian	meta-narrative,32	Marion’s	narrative	is	Catholic	and	

its	trajectory	emerges	from	within	a	mystical	discourse	found	in	the	Christian	

Patristic	apophatic	tradition	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	75-78).	It	

therefore	has	an	emphasis	on	protecting	the	transcendent	attributes	of	the	

Christian	traditional	God33	from	ungodly	human	concepts	and	language.	He	

accepts	Heidegger’s	deconstructive	account	of	the	metaphysical	tradition34	and	

the	traditional	theological	critique	of	idols35	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	

1991,	68-69),	by	sublating	Heidegger	account	into	Pseudo’	account.	He	will	then	

go	on	to	sustain	that	“it	is	inappropriate	to	attempt	to	obtain	knowledge	of	God	

through	visual	or	conceptual	idols”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	82).	

Such	a	conclusion	results	in	a	denial	of	any	God	talk	and	ultimately	can	end	in	

complete	silence.	Marion	collapses	the	dissemination	of	the	metaphysical	

tradition	(See	another	discourse	which	destabilizes	Heidegger	onto-logical	

dissemination,	Chapter	1,	pp.35-37)	back	and	into	the	category	of	onto-

theological	“Being”	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	75-78).	Although	

Heidegger	was	not	a	theologian	he	wrote	that	“if	he	were	to	write	a	theology	–	to	

which	I	sometimes	feel	inclined	–	then	the	word	‘Being’	would	not	occur	in	it.	

Faith	does	not	need	the	thought	of	‘Being’.	When	faith	has	recourse	to	this	

thought,	it	is	no	longer	faith.	This	is	what	Luther	understood.”	(Caputo,	

Demythologizing	Heidegger	1993,	44).				

																																																													
32	Merold	Wesphal,	Overcoming	Onto-theology:	Toward	a	Postmodern	Christian	Faith	(New	York:	
Fordham	University	Press,	2001),	xii.	“In	the	first	place,	a	philosophical	of	history,	a	big	story	in	which	
we	place	the	little	stories	of	our	lives	as	individuals	and	communities,	in	this	sense	Christianity	is	
undeniably	a	meta-narrative,	a	Heilsgeschichte	(salvation	history),	that	runs	from	Creation	and	the	Fall	
through	the	life,	death,	and	resurrection	of	Jesus	to	the	second	coming,	the	resurrection	of	the	dead,	
and	the	life	everlasting.	Amen”.				
33	Jean-Luc	Marion,	Idol	and	Distance	(New	York:	Fordham	University,	2002),	144.	“Language	carries	
out	its	discourse	to	the	point	of	negation	and	silence.	But	just	as	the	death	that	is	refused	according	to	
the	love	matures	into	the	resurrection,	so	silence	nourishes	infinite	proclamation”.					
34	Merold	Westphal,	Overcoming	Onto-theology:	Toward	a	Postmodern	Christian	Faith	(New	York:	
Fordham	University	Press,	2001),	4.	“It	is	a	critique	of	a	metaphysical	tradition	that	extends	from	
Anaximander	to	Nietzsche	and	includes	Aristotle	and	Hegel	as	high	priests”.		
35	Jean-Luc	Marion,	Idol	and	Distance	(New	York:	Fordham	University,	2002),	144.	“The	identity	of	the	
God	who	revealed	himself	without	visual	representation	(Ex	3:4)	and	the	crucified	one	who	in	
paradoxical	language	is	called	the	icon	of	the	invisible	God	(Col.1	:15)”.	
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Yet	in	accord	with	the	postmodern	view	the	indefinite	articles	could	be	used	here	

–	a	Catholic	view,	an	Apophatic	view	–	which	would	signify	that	these	titles	

cannot	sum	up	an	entire	group’s	viewpoint.	This	is	simply	because	a	group	is	

made	up	of	individuals	who	have	differing	viewpoints.	This	is	underpinned	by	

the/a	postmodern	ideal	of	the	showing	up	of	difference.	Of	course	using	the	

indefinite	article	in	every	case	is	impractical	and	instituting	such	rules	does	not	

necessarily	change	one’s	view.	Yet	it	does	serve	as	a	reminder	at	this	point	that	

the	best	way	to	approach	metaphysical	narratives	is	from	an	“open	stance”,	and	

by	seeing	narratives	as	containing	a	mix	of	truth36	and	non	truth	(Ricoeur,	

Interpretation	Theory	1976,	25-34)	will	help	encourage	this	open	stance.													

Marion’s	perspective	on	reality	consists	of	a	trinity	of	tiers	which	exists	of	the	

invisible	infinite	depth,	the	gap	and	the	world	of	difference.	His	ideal	project	is	to	

protect	any	human	attributes	being	transferred	to	his	transcendent	God	through	

their	concepts	and	language.	This	protective	inclination	comes	from	the	premise,	

his	acceptance	of	Heidegger’s	critique	of	metaphysics	and	Pseudo’	critique	of	

idols,	that	humanity	had,	always,	contained	God	in	their	own	conceptual	ideals.	

These	are	therefore	idolatrous.	At	the	bottom,	he	believes	that	the	intentionality	

of	human	endeavours	(will	to	power)	produces	a	mirror	which	forces	reality	to	

conform	to	an	individual’s	presuppositions,	so	that	when	the	term	God	is	thought	

human	concepts	for	this	God	are	immediately	instituted.	It	is	these	concepts	of	

God	that	are	reflected	back	to	the	individual	usually	representative	of	their	super	

self.	This	super	self,	as	God,	is	then	set	in	place	to	control	all	other	reality.		

So	it	is	assumed	that	Marion	wants	to	help	practicing	Catholics	abandon	this	

sinful	human	projection	of	God.	This	human	projection	on	God,	as	he	

																																																													
36	Merold	Westphal,	Overcoming	Onto-theology:	Toward	a	Postmodern	Christian	Faith	(New	York:	
Fordham	University	Press,	2001),	84.	“Because	we	cannot	transcend	the	limited	perspective	of	our	
location	in	time	and	in	cultural	history,	knowledge	can	never	be	Truth	(capital	‘T’).	But	cultural	
practises	are	not	just	finite	and	contingent;	they	are	also	fallen	and	corrupt,	a	point	the	
postmodernists	are	not	slow	to	point	out	(even	if	they	don’t	speak	the	language	of	sin	and	the	fall).	
This	takes	us	from	the	hermeneutics	of	finitude	to	the	hermeneutics	of	suspicion	and	introduces	us	to	
another	whole	class	of	reasons	why	Truth	exceeds	our	grasp.	As	Nietzsche	puts	it,	pure	Truth	is	not	
exactly	the	highest	priority	of	our	will	to	power”,	or	as	Paul	put	it	there	are	those	“who	by	their	
wickedness	suppress	the	truth”	(Rom.	1:18).					
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understands	it,	comes	from	a	person’s	intentionality.	Although	his	proposal	can	

seem	non-sense,	thinking	a	God	out	of	human	motivations,	thinking	and	

language,37	yet	in	his	attempt,	he	assumes	a	three	tiered	understanding	of	reality:	

the	home	of	God,	the	temporal	home	of	the	Catholic	Christian,	and	the	home	of	

those	who	are	not	Catholic.	This	compartmentalisation,	whether	in	mind	or	real,	

helps	to	create	an	ideal	home	for	his	“crossed	out	Christian	God”,	one	that	is	

separate	from	any	of	these	human	subjections.	

Mediation	between	this	God	and	humanity	will	be	via	an	extended	portal	which	

opens	out	onto	human	thinking	and	language.	Opposed	to	the	world	of	human	

thinking	and	on	the	other	side	of	this	portal,	is	the	infinite	depth,	the	home	of	his	

crossed	out	God.	To	achieve	his	project	Marion	has	presupposed	a	three	way	split	

in	the	world	of	human	thinking.	At	the	extreme	end	of	a	continuum	is	the	home	of	

the	crossed	out	God	and	at	the	other,	the	world	of	difference,	or	which	can	also	

be	implied,	the	non	Catholic	and	Catholic	world.	He	establishes	the	borders	of	

each	side	of	this	split,	by	adopting	two	phenomenological	perspectives,	which	he	

seems	to	have	derived	from	psychological	means.	He	hopes	to	squeeze	out	all	

human	motivations	from	his	true	picture	of	God.	At	the	centre	of	this	continuum,	

is	a	place	of	complete	neutrality	between	these	two	extreme	perspectives.	Such	

neutrality	results	in	a	perspective	of	complete	suspension	devoid	of	any	

conclusions	about	ultimate	reality,	inclusive	of	God	and	the	human	world	of	

difference,	or	the	Catholic	and	non-Catholic	worlds.	This	place	of	suspension	

seems	to	be	reached	through	a	process	of	psychological	states.		

This	process	is	set	off	from	an	interior	fear	that	the	outside	world	is	fraught	with	

many	dangers.	Despite	some	of	these	dangers	being	manageable	38many	are	not	

																																																													
37	Kevin	W	Hector,	Theology	without	Metaphysics	(Current	Issues	in	Theology)	(New	York:	University	of	
Cambridge,	2011),	22.	Marion	has	merely	substituted	one	set	of	conditions	for	another“.	Anyone	
trying	not	to	think	of	God,	without	conceptualizing	one	first,	will	realistically	find	it	an	impossible	task.	
Also,	there	is	no	way	of	telling	whether	a	conceptual	God	is	wrong	or	right,	to	think,	since	there	is	no	
God’s	eye	point	of	view,	and	therefore	this	must	first	be	decided	upon	by,	the	thinker,	himself		or	
herself.		
38	John	Caputo,	Philosophy	and	Theology	(Horizons	in	Theology)	(Nashville:	Abingdon	Press,	2006),	1.	
“Once	upon	a	time,	on	a	little	star	in	a	distant	corner	of	the	universe,	clever	little	animals	invented	for	
themselves	proud	words,	like	truth	and	goodness.	But	soon	enough	the	little	star	cooled,	and	the	little	
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and	so	this	makes	the	world	a	very	sad	place,	a	disaster	(Similiar	to	Neitzsche’s	

horror	scene	see	Caputo	2006,	1).	This	in	turn	produces	a	melancholic	mental	

state	which	materializes	to	transform	one’s	world	into	a	boring	place	(Similiar	to	

Derrida’	understanding	of	‘Khora’	see	Shakespeare	2009,	103-5)	devoid	of	any	

self	significance.	Such	a	fully	fledged	state	of	boredom	creates	a	world	of	

meaninglessness.	This	disinterested	outlook	brings	one	to	reassess	their	reality.	

And	for	a	time	one	will	be	unsure	of	one’s	purpose	in	the	world,	at	the	same	time,	

reassessing	the	world’s	meaning.	What	it	does	is	to	unhinge	their	assertions	on	

life	resulting	in	them	suspending	their	judgement	on	such	avowals.	Initially,	

when	this	state	is	reached	it	makes	them	vulnerable	to	any	and	every	

perspective,	no	matter	how	bizarre,	since	it	is	a	place	where	one’s	seemingly	

solid	intentionality	(motivations)	is	breached.	It	can	be	deduced	that	it	is	Marion	

desire’s	to	describe	this	psychological	state	in	the	phenomenological	term,	of	

suspension,	and	graft	it	into	a	Catholic	religious	state.39	According	to	this	

synergistic	understanding,	he	presents	these	psychological	processes	as	an	

explanation	for	the	processes	which	are	experienced	in	a	church	worship	service.	

This	experiential	process	begins	with	entry	into	the	church	building	and	

culminates	in	the	Eucharistic	event.		

It	is	this	phenomenological	perspective	that	Marion	places	in	the	gap	between	

the	two	worlds,	the	worshipping	Catholic	and	the	non-worshipping	Catholic,	and	

through	which	he	further	delineates	the	confines	of	their	borders.	He	achieves	

this	by	centring	it	(this	suspending	perspective)	between	the	home	of	the	

transcendent	unthinkable	or	indeterminate	God	on	one	side,	and	on	the	other,	

the	border	separating	it	(this	perspective)	from	the	home	of	the	non-Catholic	or	

world	of	difference.	More	strictly,	the	Catholic	Christian’s	phenomenological	

																																																																																																																																																																															
animals	had	to	die	and	with	them	their	proud	words.	But	the	universe,	never	missing	a	step,	drew	
another	breath	and	moved	on,	dancing	its	cosmic	dance	across	the	endless	skies”.		
39	Robyn	Horner,	Jean-Luc	Marion:	A	Theo-logical	Introduction	(Surrey:	Ashgate,	2005),	14.	This	can	
easily	be	implied	from	the	following	citation;	“It	is	important	to	realize	that	Marion’s	more	specifically	
theological	interests	and	ideas	have	arisen	in	close	connection	with	an	attempt	to	develop	further	
Edmund	Husserl’s	phenomenology”.	She	cites	Jean-Luc	Marion	Being	Given:	Toward	a	
Phenomenology	(Stanford:	University	Press,	2002.),	71-4	including	n	2	p342,	and	Jean-Luc	Marion	Idol	
and	Distance	(New	York:	Fordham	University	Press,	2002.),	xxxi-ii.	
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perspective	is	defined	by	meaninglessness,	when	it	is	contrasted	with	that	of	the	

non-Catholic	phenomenological	perspective	of	meaningfulness.	Therefore,	it	is	

their	relevant	views	on	reality40	which	determine	meaning	for	them.	

This	postmodern	outlook	of	suspension	(Marion,	God	withou	Being,	108-18;	

Shakespeare	2009,	24-32)	is	the	catalyst	to	change	one’s	perspective	and	

establish	an	alternative	perspective	in	its	concurrence	with	every	process;	

suspension	then	Catholic	position	put	forward	.	.	.	until	this	Catholic	position	

becomes	the	person’s	permanent	and	dominant	outlook	on	reality.	This	

phenomenological	perspective	can	be	seen	to	convert	a	person’s	non-Catholic	

perspective,	to	that	of	a	Catholic	perspective,	but	it	can	also	help,	psychologically,	

in	dealing	with	life’s	irruptions	by	helping	one	to	master	its	twists	and	turns.		

The	worshipper	in	a	suspended	state	of	mind	is	now	open	to	new	meaning	and	

this	is	intensified	through	the	celebration	of	the	Eucharistic	event.	This	event	acts	

as	a	visible	icon	to	a	storehouse	of	excessive	meaning.	It	is	the	apex	of	this	portal	

which	allows	the	Word	(Christ/Gift/Love),	who	is	the	invisible	icons	of	icons,	to	

burst	forth	and	imbibe	the	words	of	the	Catholic	bishop,	so	that	the	Word’s	

words	become	the	words	of	the	bishop	(See	discussion	on	Augustine’s	

understanding	of	inner	and	external	word/s,	Jensen	2007,	18-25).	This	also	

allows	Marion’s	invisible	transcendent	God	to	maintain	an	aloofness	from	human	

life	determined	by	the	category	of	Being	or	Daisen	(being	in	the	world	of	

existence)	(See	second	idolatry,	J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	45-48).	It	

is	via	the	Eucharistic	event	and	the	bishop	that	God	communicates	to	the	

Assembly,	without	being	determined	by	any	human	idolatrous	intentions,	or	

concepts	imposed	by	the	worshippers.	Marion,	therefore,	makes	the	Catholic	

Church	and	the	Eucharistic	event	the	only	proper	site	of	theology.	Moreover,	he	

makes	each	Catholic	bishop	the	theologian	par	excellence	(J.-L.	Marion,	God	

without	Being	1991,	139-160).	This	helps	parishioners	stay	connected	to	the	

Catholic	Church	as	well	as	having	the	ability	to	convert	new	entrants.		

																																																													
40	John	Caputo,	Philosophy	and	Theology	(Horizons	in	Theology)	(Nashville:	Abingdon	Press,	2006),	45.	
“We	are	in	truth	shaped	by	the	presuppositions	we	inherit”.		



85	
	

Anthropologically	speaking,	this	is	a	life	affirming	story	if	one	accepts	the	seat	of	

Marion’s	system,	giving	up	one’s	own	intentionality	(will	to	power)	for	another’s	

(the	crossed	out	God	expressed	by	the	bishop),	and	putting	their	trust	in	the	

Catholic	church.	Not	only	can	a	person	trust	the	Catholic	Church	to	wash	away	

their	sins,	one	can	also	be	reassured	that	it	is	the	only	site	for	hearing	from	God,	

relieving	them	of	a	major	heartache.	This	major	heartache	can	be	construed	as	a	

constant	struggle,	of	distinguishing,	between	their	own	thinking	and	intentions,	

and	those	of	God’s.	And,	although,	the	worship	and	Eucharistic	event	may	initially	

impress	negative	thoughts	of	meaninglessness,	when	compared	to	the	non-

Catholic	world	of	difference,	the	overall	result	for	them	will	be	to	reaffirm	their	

spiritual	well-being	in	the	loving	arms	of	God	expressed	through	the	Catholic	

Church.	They	will	feel	more	and	more	like	they	have	made	the	right	decision	in	

obeying	God,	in	joining	and	continuing	with	the	Catholic	Church,	and	by	adhering	

to	the	proper	outlook	regarding	their	relationship	with	the	true	crossed	out	God.	

On	the	one	hand,	Marion’s	tone	and	style	is	somewhat	storied,	which	has	a	

positive	effect	that	portrays	the	Catholic	Church	as	God’s	place.	One	can	imagine	

such	a	place,	where	one	is	ushered	into	the	warmth	of	the	assembly	step	by	step,	

and	after	entering	through	its	doors,	one	may	find	that	one	is	still	shivering,	from	

the	residual	cold	experienced	from	the	struggles,	strains,	and	stresses,	that	had	

been	contracted	in	the	world	of	competition.	Yet	once	one	has	crossed	the	

thresh-hold,	between	the	two	worlds,	one	begins	to	feel	softened,	by	the	loving	

and	radiant	warmth	of	the	invisible	indeterminate	God,	who	permeates	within	its	

secure	precincts.	The	initial	glance,	the	first	brilliance,	of	every	icon’s	designer,	

soon	becomes	in	one,	a	locked	and	fixed	phenomenological	gaze,	and	as	one	is	

drawn	in	by	the	infinite	eyes	of	every	icon,	one’s	interests	with	life,	outside	the	

church,	slowly	begins	to	dissipate.	

On	the	other	hand,	the	worshipper	is	brought	to	focus	on	human	words	as	they	

listen	in	amazement	to	the	Word	speaking	through	the	vocal	chords	of	a	human	

being.	The	invisible	God	is	interpreting	His	own	words	through	the	visible	mouth	

of	his	bishop.	What	wise	words!	What	exquisite	words!	Believe	and	be	filled	with	
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the	Word	spoken	through	the	words	of	his	bishop.	Invisibility	has	meshed	with	

visibility,	subject	with	object,	reference	with	references	and	the	lines	between	

inner	Word	and	external	words	are	subsequently	dissipated.	There	is	no	

difference.	There	is	no	separation.	The	bishop	is	interpreting	the	written	words	

to	the	assembly	just	like	Jesus	–	the	Word	–	who	had	interpreted	the	disciples	

concerns	on	that	famous	road	to	Emmaus	(Luke	24:13-33).	Worshippers	are	

encouraged	to	accept	that	God	is	speaking	to	them	in	the	here	and	now.		

Ironically,	what	Marion	achieves	can	be	seen	as	a	reversal	of	the	message	of	

Christ’s	disciples,	and	the	orthodox	Catholic	tradition’s	creeds.41	By	attempting	to	

protect	his	God	from	the	human	category	of	“Being,”	he	exhumes	the	

reconciliatory	element	out42	of	the	gospel	message.	The	writers	of	the	New	

Testament	tell	a	story	which	brings	humanity	back	into	communion	with	the	

once	transcendental	and	Holy	God	(Jn.14:6,	20:31;	Luke	24:47;	Rom.	1:7,	5:1).	

They	tell	of	a	humanity	that	was,	initially,	unable	to	bridge	the	gap	between	

themselves	and	the	distant	God.43	Yet	Marion	wants	to	drive	this	God	back	into	

the	distance,	only	to	constrain	him	to	one	signifier:	the	bishop/Eucharistic	event.	

He	pushes	receptive	history	back	into	a	past	story	line	to	the	position	where	God	

had	excommunicated	humanity	from	the	garden	(Gen.3).	Yet,	it	was	this	God’s	

love	for	the	world	(Jn.	3:16)	that,	ultimately,	drove	him	to	bridge	this	primordial	

gap.		

																																																													
41	See	following	on	ideas	of	R/revelation.	Alister	E.	McGrath,	(London:	Wiley-Blackwell	Publications,	
2011.),	63,	77-78,	120-172.		Williston	Walker,	A	History	of	the	Christian	Church	(New	York:	Charles	
Scribner	and	Sons,	1997.),	88-101.	Daniel	L.	Migliore,	Faith	seeking	Understanding:	An	Introduction	to	
Christian	Theology	(Grand	Rapids:	Eerdmans	Publishing	Co,	2004.),	20-53.	
42	Royal	Humbert,		A	Compendium	of	Alexander	Campbell’s	Theology	(St	Louis:	The	Bethany	Press,	
1961),	38.God	has	come	down	to	us;	“In	him	we	may	approach	God	with	freedom	and	confidence	
(Eph.	3:12)	&	‘Let	us	approach	the	throne	of	grace	with	confidence,	so	that	we	may	receive	mercy	and	
find	grace	to	help	us	in	our	time	of	need	(Heb.4:16).		
43	Royal	Humbert,			A	Compendium	of	Alexander	Campbell’s	Theology	(St	Louis:	The	Bethany	Press,	
1961),	45.God	has	raised	us	up	to	him;	“And	God	raised	us	up	with	Christ	and	seated	us	with	him	in	
the	heavenly	realms	in	Christ	Jesus,	in	order	that	in	the	coming	ages	he	might	show	the	incomparable	
riches	of	his	grace,	expressed	in	his	kindness	to	us	in	Christ	Jesus.	For	it	is	by	grace	you	have	been	
saved,	through	faith	–	and	this	is	not	of	your-selves	,	it	is	a	gift	of	God	–	not	by	works,	so	that	no	one	
can	boast”	(Eph.2:	8-9).		
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It	tells	of	a	God	who	was	born	of	a	woman	(Matt	1:18-24	c.	f.	Luke	2:	6-7)	and	

therefore	into	Being/Dasein.	(Against	Marion’s	second	idolatry,	J.-L.	Marion,	God	

without	Being	1991,37-48).	He	grew	up	engaging	human	thinking	and	

theological	discussions,	destabilizes	Marion’s	only	veiw,	that	God	abhors	human	

speech	and	concepts	regarding	himself,		J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	1-

2	c.f.	Luke	2:41-52).	He	spoke	to	women	(Jn.4),	tax	collectors	(Luke.	5:27-32),	and	

religious	leaders	(Matt.	21:	23-27)	about	their	understanding	of	God.	He	spoke	to	

the	blind,	lame,	and	those	with	leprosy	(Jn.	5:1-15).	His	entire	project	was	to	

relate	to	all	of	humanity,	personally,	which	is	an	aspect	understood	in	the	word	

salvation	(Acts.	4:12).	Despite	Marion’s	determination,	it	is	a	message	that	

continues	to	be	demonstrated,	at	least,	in	many	of	the	mainline	Christian	

religious	groups,	inclusive	of	the	Catholic	Church.	

It	is	a	message	that	was	proclaimed	through	common	men,	such	as	fishermen	

(Jn.4:	18-22),	and	they	spoke,	about	this	God,	using	human	words	which	also,	

obviously,	contained	human	concepts	for	this	God	(i.e.	Father).	They	tell	of	a	God	

who	humbled	himself.	This	humility	was	an	emptying	that	restricted	his	divine	

advantages	(Phil.	2:	5-8),	so	He	was	to	experience	humanity	at	their	core	(Heb.2:	

14-15).	He	was	one	who	did	not	stand	aloof	to	humanity,	but	involved	himself	in	

the	thick	of	humanity’s	world,	and	this	demonstration	certainly	did	not	only	

communicate	his	transcendence	(Matt	17:5),	but	more	quantitatively	his	

immediate	immanence.44	All	of	this	communication	involved	human	language,	

not	divine	language,	that	is,	if	such	a	language	actually	exists;	he	communicated	

with	humanity	as	their	equal.	All	this	speaks	of	his	desire	for	humanity	to	

understand	Him	to	the	utmost	(Eph.	3:4).	It	portrays	another	God,	one	that	is	

contrary	to	Marion’s	God	and	who	does	not	only	speak	through	the	Catholic	

																																																													
44Royal	Humbert,		A	Compendium	of	Alexander	Campbell’s	Theology	(St	Louis,	The	Bethany	Press,	
1961),	54.		Campbell	brings	up	an	interesting	thought	in	the	“The	New	Testament	understanding	of	
God	as	Jesus	Christ	poses	no	problem	with	human	language.	It	only	poses	a	problem,	supposedly,	with	
the	Old	Testament	transcendent	understanding	of	God”.							
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bishop,	and	many	have	accepted	this	understanding	of	God	by	reading	and	

accepting	these	New	Testament	writings	as	God’s	self-revelation.45		

Such	thinkers	testify	that	these	writings	give	them	confidence	in	life.	It	is	life	

affirming	to	them.	God	does	not	offer	them	salvation,	which	is	a	message	that	

reversed	one	man’s	disobedience	by	one’s	man’s	obedience	(Rom.	5:	12-21),	only	

to	retract	himself	back	into	the	invisible	deep	to	be	shrouded	in	mystery	again.	

This	is	certainly	Saint	Paul’s	understanding	of	the	gospel,	not	as	a	mystery,	but	as	

a	mystery	completely	revealed	(Eph.	3:2-6).46	Peter	also	witnesses	to	this;	

“Concerning	this	salvation,	the	prophets,	who	spoke	of	the	grace	that	was	to	

come	to	you,	searched	intently	and	with	the	greatest	care,	trying	to	find	out	the	

time	and	circumstances	to	which	the	Spirit	of	Christ	in	them	was	pointing	when	

he	predicted	the	sufferings	of	Christ	and	the	glories	that	would	follow	.	.	.	that	

have	now	been	told	to	you	by	those	who	preached	the	gospel	to	you	by	the	Holy	

Spirit”	(1	Peter	1:	10-12).	This	God	does	not	want	humanity	to	remain	ignorant	of	

																																																													
45Daniel	L.	Migliore,	Faith	seeking	Understanding:	An	Introduction	to	Christian	Theology	(Grand	
Rapids:	Eerdmans	Publishing	Co,	2004.),	46.	“Within	the	biblical	witness,	there	is	relentless	criticism	of	
every	authority	that	identifies	itself	with	the	ultimate	authority	of	God.	Jesus	refused	to	ascribe	
ultimacy	either	to	religious	doctrines	and	traditions	(Matt	5:21ff;	Mark	11:28ff.)	or	to	the	claims	of	the	
state	(Mark	12:13-17).	The	apostle	Paul	distinguished	between	written	codes	that	kill	and	the	Spirit	
that	gives	life	(2	Cor.	3:6).	This	remarkable	biblical	heritage	of	freedom	from	all	idolatry,	including	
bibliolatry,	was	vigorously	upheld	by	Martin	Luther,	who	used	the	term	straw	to	describe	all	scriptural	
texts	that	failed	to	express	clearly	the	liberating	message	of	Christ.	John	Calvin	was	not	as	bold	as	
Luther	in	his	doctrine	of	Scripture;	nevertheless,	in	his	own	way,	he	also	refused	to	separate	the	
authority	of	Scripture	from	‘that	which	shows	forth	Christ’	and	insisted	that	it	is	‘the	secret	testimony	
of	the	Spirit’	that	finally	persuades	us	of	the	truth	of	Scripture.	In	short,	the	Reformers	view	of	the	
authority	of	Scripture	was	intimately	bound	to	its	proclamation	of	new	life	and	freedom	in	Christ”.						
46	Royal	Humbert,		A	Compendium	of	Alexander	Campbell’s	Theology	(St	Louis:	The	Bethany	Press,	
1961),	38.	"God	desires	all	people	to	be	saved.	He	should	no	longer	be	considered	a	national	God	but	
an	international	God	with	a	message	of	invitation	to	all.	All	have	the	free	choice	to	respond	to	this	
message”.	Merold	Westphal,	Overcoming	Onto-theology:	Toward	a	Postmodern	Christian	Faith	(New	
York:	Fordham	University	Press,	2001),	23.Talk	of	the	self	revelation	of	God	seems	to	suggest	that	we	
know	all	there	is	to	know	about	God.	Yet	this	claim	to	total	knowledge	is	emphatically	rejected	by	
postmodern	philosophers	and	theologians,	“who	believe	all	such	claims	is	inherently	arrogant	and	
inevitably	leads	to	oppression	of	one	sort	or	another.	Human	knowledge	is	fragmentary	and	
incomplete.	If	this	is	true	of	our	knowledge	of	our-selves	and	our	world,	it	is	surely	true	of	our	
knowledge	of	God”.		Yet	what	is	complete	and	not	fragmentary,	according	to	Paul	at	least,	is	the	
gospel	message.	It	is	a	complete	revelation	of	God’s	determination	to	save	individuals.	It’s	first	and	
foremost	message	is	that	Jesus	was	crucified	for	our	sins	(1	Cor.	15:	2-8),	it’s	importance	is	not	about	
revealing	everything	about	God,	but	how	individuals	can	be	brought	back	into	relationship	with	God.	I	
would	think	that	it	is	a	sad	affair	if	an	individual	knows	all	things	pertaining	to	God’s	character,	and	
according	to	the	scriptures,	then	miss	its’	most	important	message	by	not	responding	accordingly.							
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what	he	has	done,	but	to	understand	what	they	need	to	do	about	it	(Acts	2:37-

38).	Very	simply,	accept	it.	One	man’s	action	has	reversed	every	obstacle	

between	humanity	and	God.	From	God’s	point	of	view,	one	could	conclude,	the	

way	is	clear.	Contrary	to	Marion’s	narrative,	this	understanding	of	salvation	does	

not	require	humanity	to	dig	any	deeper	into	God’s	nature	to	be	saved,	but,	

ultimately,	to	simply	accept	God’s	graceful	acceptance	of	them	as	saved.	It	is	not	

some	complicated	riddle,	requiring	some	sort	of	secret	knowledge,	or	

understanding.	It	does	not	seek,	so	much	as,	more	understanding,	but	rather	an	

understanding	that	stops	at	an	acceptance.	It	has	been	written	in	human	

language	in	order	to	be	understood!		

These	New	Testament	narratives47	reflect	a	God	that	does	not	want	humanity	to	

think	of	life	and	the	world	as	meaningless,	but	one	having	a	purposeful	outcome.	

It,	essentially,	portrays	a	God	who	wants	to	give	meaning	to	it,	by	encouraging	

humanity	to	indulge	in	all	of	what	life	has	to	offer.	His	insists	that	he	came	so	they	

can	take	a	more	meaningful	part	in	the	to-ings	and	fro-ings	of	life	(Jn.10:10)	He	

is,	also,	resolute	that	he	wants	to	participate	in	all	of	these	to-ings	and	fro-ings	

which	also	include	language,	thinking	and	conversations	(1	Jn.2:20,	27)		For	

those	who	have	accepted	this	existential	perspective	(Humbert	1961,	34;	

Wesphal	2001,	xx;	Shakespeare	2009,	42),	Marion’s	conceptual	understanding	of	

idolatry	does	not	pose	any	problem	to	them,	since	God	came	to	dwell	on	earth	in	

those	who	believe	(Jn	1:18).	His	God	is	a	part	of	a	distant	and,	potentially,	

																																																													
47	Emmanuel	Levinas,	Totality	and	Infinity:	An	Essay	on	Exteriority	(Pittsburgh:	Duquesne	University	
Press,	2015),	89.	“There	is	no	thought	before	language.	There	is	no	appealing	to	any	foundation	or	
certainty	beyond	signs.”	Merold	Westphal,	Overcoming	Onto-theology:	Toward	a	Postmodern	
Christian	Faith	(New	York:	Fordham	University	Press,	2001),	xx.	“The	hermeneutics	of	finitude	is	
mediation	on	the	meaning	of	human	createdness,	and	the	hermeneutics	of	suspicion	is	mediation	on	
the	meaning	of	human	falleness.”	This	understanding	is	based	on	a	hermeneutical	philosophy	that	
interprets	texts	from	the	perspective	of	“human	finitude”	and	“suspicion”.	The	New	Testament	
writers	are	human	not	divine,	any	analysis	of	their	writings	must	be	based	on	“the	finitude	of	human	
knowledge”	or	in	theological	terms	“by	an	understanding	of	our	created	finitude”.	Their	texts	need	to	
be	viewed	with	suspicion,	inclusive	of	fictional	or	nonfictional	material,	and	therefore	interpreted	
according	to	one’s	experience	of	the	world.	Such	writings	are	interpreted	in	accordance	with	linguistic	
ideas	in	similar	fashion	as	with	any	other	text	one	is	endeavouring	to	understand.	These	are	narratives	
of	each	writer’s	understanding	of	their	world.	Their	individual	stories	enveloped	around	their	
understandings	of	ultimate	reality.	As	I	see	it,	my	understanding	of	the	gospel	(Jesus	died	for	my	sins)	
gives	me	this	freedom	of	interpretation.							
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forgotten	transcendent	understanding	of	God	(Rom.	8:	1-3).	It	is	a	part	of	an	old	

reality,	one	that	ceased	with	the	emergence	of	an	existential	God	(Jesus)	who,	

now	potentially,	can	indwell	human	hearts	and	mingle	with	their	thoughts	by	his	

Spirit	(Acts	2:38;	Jn	16:12-15;1	Peter	1:10-12;	1	Jn	2:	20,	27).		

It	is	this	same	hermeneutical	consciousness	that	sees	the	line	between	truth	and	

non-truth48	in	texts	as	determined	by	suspension	and	the	word	perhaps	

(Shakespeare	2009,	193).	Yet	it	is	a	consciousness	that	has	been	brought	about	

by	human	discourse,49	then	life,	and	not	verse	versa.	This	understanding	of	

consciousness	is	therefore	transposed	into	alternative	forms	of	understanding	in	

conjunction	with	life’s	experiences.	Texts	categorised	as	containing	true	and	non-

true	material,	are	based	on	real	life	experiences	as	well	as	material	imagined,	yet	

both	are	weaved	into	narratives.	An	author’s	narrative	is	categorised	as	such,	as	

the	retelling	of	a	retelling	of	a	retelling	of	an	historical	event	(Shakespeare	2009,	

																																																													
48	Paul	Recoeur,	Interpretational	Theory	(Texas:	Texas	Christian	University	Press,	1976),	39.	“We	are	
concerned	here	with	dialogue	in	the	sense	of	a	spoken	communication	between	two	subjects	
recorded	and	inscribed	as	a	written	text.	We	inherit	meaning	from	others	who	have	thought,	spoken	
or	written	before	us.	And	where	possible,	we	recreate	this	meaning,	according	to	our	own	projects	
and	interpretations.	But	we	are	always	obliged	to	listen	to	what	has	already	been	spoken,	in	other	
times	and	places,	before	we	can	in	turn	speak	for	ourselves	in	the	here	and	now”.			
49	Steven	Shakespeare	Derrida	and	Theology	(New	York:	T	&	T	Clark	International,	2009),	37.	
“Expression	is	pure,	but	because	it	is	still	a	sign,	it	represents.	A	sign	must	be	open	to	the	possibility	of	
repetition.	Otherwise,	it	would	just	be	a	once	off	event,	with	no	ability	to	carry	meaning	across	time.	A	
sign	which	would	take	place	but	‘once’	would	not	be	a	sign:	a	purely	idiomatic	sign	would	not	be	a	
sign.	A	signifier	(in	general)	must	be	formally	recognizable	in	spite	of,	and	through,	the	diversity	of	
empirical	characteristics	which	may	modify	it”.	The	distinction	between	ideal	meaning	and	empirical	
reality	is	only	possible	because	signs	can	be	repeated,	thus	making	the	pure	self	presence	of	ideal	
meaning	unattainable.	Difference,	time	and	non-presence	are	built	into	the	sign.	What	the	sign	makes	
possible	–	an	ideal	presence	–	it	also	makes	impossible.	There	is	no	new	in	the	new.	Richard	Kearney,	
Dialogues	with	Contemporary	Continental	Thinkers	(Manchester:	Manchester	University	Press,	1984),	
128.	Kearney	quotes	Heidegger’s	Erlauterungen	zu	Holderlins	Dichtung,	4th	edn.	(Klostermann:	
Frankfurt,	1971),	38-40.	“Both	being-in-dialogue	and	being-historical	–	are	equally	old,	belong	
together,	and	are	the	same”.	Alexander	Jensen,	Theological	Hermeneutics	(London:	SCM	Press),	76.	
“All	understanding	is	interpretation,	and	all	interpretation	is	linguistically	mediated.	The	modern	
criticism	of	Christianity	and	religion	in	general	is	based	on	the	presupposition	that,	if	the	foundational	
texts	of	a	religion	do	not	reflect	reality	adequately,	then	they	are	worthless.	At	the	same	time,	
modern	fundamentalism	is	based	on	the	same	presupposition.	If	the	revered	texts	are	to	be	true,	then	
they	must	describe	objective	reality	accurately,	and	one	must	insist	that	they	are	absolutely	reliable	at	
the	literal-historical	level.	Between	categorical	rejection	and	acceptance	of	the	texts	at	the	literal-
historical	level	there	are	positions,	which	would	accept	parts(those	which	are	deemed	essential)	as	
true,	while	others	(those	which	are	taken	to	be	peripheral)	may	be	historically	untrue.	However,	in	
terms	of	their	hermeneutical	approach,	these	positions	do	not	avoid	the	shortcomings	of	the	
extremes	–	they	rely	on	a	naive	view	of	language	and	reality”.									
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46-68),	and	these	retellings	contain	each	writer’s	own	presuppositions	about	the	

retelling	of	that	event.	It	has	been,	and	is,	their	perspective	on	the	event,	yet	it	

has	been	locked	into	a	specific	time	period.	Therefore,	some	aspects	of	this	event	

are	lost	in	its	continued	retelling,	yet	all	these	previous	retellings	are	in	accord	

with	a	writer’s	presuppositions	and	viewpoint.	This	can	explain	why	there	

should	be	no	clear	lines	demarcated	between	truth	and	non-truth	(and	not	

Truth)	of	each	retelling	(Ricoeur,	Interpretation	Theory	1976,	54).		

Although	looking	for	Marion’s	motives	would	involve	a	value	judgment,	one	thing	

is	assured:	he	should	not	be	able	to	supersede	his	own	system.	If	all	humanity	is	

unable	to	transpierce	their	first	visible,	because	their	first	visible	is	set	up	by	

their	own	intentionality	(will	to	power),	then	to	find	an	unbiased	foundation	to	

begin	one’s	system	is	unachievable.	He	must	also	be	assessed	from	such	a	

position,	unable	to	trans-pierce	his	first	visible,	it	must	follow,	then,	that	people	

who	accept	his	narrative	will	only	be	converted	to	his	own	intentionality,	rather	

than	to	his,	ideal,	God	outside	every	human	intention.	Marion’s	ideal	merely	

results	in	an	oxymoron;	a	non-human	human	perspective.		

Rather	than	accept	Marion’s	suggestion	that	one	should	try	to	escape	Daisen	

(being	in	the	world),	by	attempting	to	see	it	as	meaningless;	an	alternative	

proposal	could	be	to	view	life,	in	this	world,	as	vitally	purposeful	and	therefore	

meaningful.	One	narrative,	that	could	be	used	as	an	analogy	of	this	view,	is	the	

account	of	Jesus	talking	to	a	Samaritan	woman,	where	he	predicts	that	those	who	

worship	God,	in	the	future,	will	not	worship	in	a	certain	place,	but	can	do	it	in	

sincerity	to	their	understanding	of	God’s	human	communication	with	them	(Jn	4:	

24).	This	account	does	not	express	a	separation	from	God,	or	from	community,	

but	it	depicts	an	even	deeper	relationship	between	humanity	and	God,	one	that	is	

more	wholesome.		

Just	as	one’s	mind	should	not	consist	of	compartments,	one	consisting	of	wrong	

thoughts	and	the	other	of	right	thoughts,	one	should	not	see	the	community	as	

separated	into	two	distinct	districts,	the	righteous	and	the	unrighteous.	If,	

according	to	Marion,	the	Catholic	Eucharist	is	the	only	true	theological	site	to	
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hear	from	God	(Marion	1991,	153),	then,	surely,	such	a	compartmentalisation	

can	be	implied	in	his	view,	which	sees	one	part	of	the	community	in	

communication	with	the	true	God	and	worshipping	“iconically”,	whilst	the	other	

part	is	out	of	communication	with	the	true	God	and	is	worshipping	

“idolatrously”.		

Although	Marion’s	narrative	does	retain	Caputo’s	and	Derrida’s	postmodern	

flavour,	he	does	not	maintain	their	determination	to	leave	difference	as	the	last	

word.	He	does	not	think	that	one	should	suspend	one’s	judgment,	as	far	as	Truth	

is	concerned,	with	the	word	“perhaps”.	Marion	begins	with	difference,	but	then	

returns	to	make	a	judgment	that	sees	only	practising	Catholics	as	non-idolatrous	

and	the	rest	of	society	as	idolatrous.	

Contrary	to	Marion’s	narrative,	that	the	proper	site	for	any	theology	is	the	

Catholic	Church,	theology	starts	in	an	individual’s	mind.	It	uses	analogies	taken	

from	one’s	experience	while	“already”	in	the	world	(Westphal	2001,	30-31).	

These	are	then	expressed	with	human	words.	These	are	not	sinful,	as	Marion	

supposes,	but	God	given	(Gen	2:	23).	If	one	was	to	repent	every	time	one	had	a	

thought	about	God,	then	one	would	end	up	with	camel	knees	like	James,	Jesus’	

half	brother	(Jobes	2011,	64).	Also,	an	atheist	would	be	better	off	than	a	theist,	

since	the	assumption	is	that	these	don’t	consider	any	ultimate	power	as	being	

responsible	for	our	ultimate	reality,	and	so	consideration	for	such	an	entity	as	

God	doesn’t	even	cross	their	minds	(Noise	2012,	23).	It	just	so	happens	that	

grace	is	extended	so	that	they	don’t	commit	the	sin	of	idolatry.		

Again,	if	God	desires	a	praying	humanity,	how	is	this	supposed	to	happen	if	all	

language	is	idolatrous?	There	is	a	better	narrative,	one	that	is	more	life	affirming	

than	that	of	Marion.	A	God	in	us	(1	Jn	2:	20)	is	better	than	a	God	shrouded	behind	

a	mystical	event	in	the	Eucharist.	A	discourse	of	a	talking	God	is	better	than	one	

that	portrays	a	silent	space	or	an	abyss.	A	personal	God	is	better	than	an	

impersonal	and	untouchable	one.	A	direct	talking	God	is	better	than	an	indirect	

one	who	talks	only	through	a	Catholic	Bishop.	Actually,	Marion’s	apophatic	

position	does	violence	both	to	the	God	of	Christian	tradition	and	to	the	
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postmodern	view,	since	both	allow	for	many	interpretations	and	experiences	of	

God	(Jensen	2007,	74).			

In	the	next	chapter,	I	set	down	Hector’s	revisionist	metaphysics,	“a	revisionary	

metaphysics	which	is	concerned	to	produce	a	better	structure	when	this	

assessment	process	itself	presupposes	some	structure”	(Flew	1979,	213).	

Hector’s	book	is	proffered	as	a	contribution	to	a	Christian	theology	which	works	

from	the	perspective	of	faith	seeking	understanding	–	an	exercise,	that	is,	in	

trying	to	explain,	as	far	as	possible,	that	which	Christians	believe.	However,	he	

will	borrow	from	philosophy	and	social	theory,	as,	and	when	he	believes	that	

they	can	shed	light	on	Christian	belief.	But	he	notes	that	he	must,	by	necessity,	

interact	with	philosophy,	especially	in	regard	to	defending	his	claims	about	the	

way	that	language	works.	These	interactions	must	first	be	made	independently	of	

the	Christian	theological	language	game.	But	he	is	quick	to	point	out	that	

theology	does	not	become	something	else	when	it	makes	use	of	insights	from	

other	disciplines.	These	will	be	transposed	to	become	theological	insights.	It	is,	

therefore,	a	theological	project	predominately	focussed	on	the	problem	of	

theological	language.		
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Chapter	3		

Kevin	Hector	and	a	Protestant	Therapeutic	Theory		

Introduction		

Kevin	Hector,	in	his	work	Theology	without	Metaphysics,	focuses	on	resolving	the	

problem	that	language	is	inherently	metaphysical	and	so	inevitably	shoehorns	

objects	into	a	predetermined	framework,	thereby	inflicting	violence	upon	them.	

Hector	begins	his	project	with	the	concept	of	metaphysics,	which	he	explains	by	

highlighting	two	of	its	main	features.	The	first	is	essentialism,	where	an	object’s	

ultimate	reality	is	identified	with	a	real,	idea-like	essence	that	stands	at	a	remove	

from	ordinary	experience.	The	object	itself	may	come	to	seem	“shadowy,	second-

rate,	a	realm	of	mere	appearance”	(Hector	2011,	14).	And	since	metaphysics	

understands	that	fundamental	reality	is	thus	thought	to	stand	apart	from	

experience,	it	follows	that	human	knowers	are	severed	from	reality	as	such.	The	

second	feature	is	correspondentism.	Correspondentism	is	implemented	to	bridge	

the	gap	that	is	caused	by	the	acceptance	that	there	is	distance	between	one’s	

understanding	of	reality	and	essential	reality.	The	only	way	to	bridge	this	gap,	it	

seems,	is	to	accept	that	our	ideas	and	language	can	correspond	to	reality.	Hector	

claims	that	once	these	features	have	been	made	explicit,	it	is	easy	to	see	why	one	

would	want	to	avoid	metaphysics,	since	it	seems	alienating,	violent,	and	

idolatrous.	

The	Violent	Nature	of	Metaphysics		

In	order	to	elaborate	on	the	nature	of	language,	as	metaphysical,	Hector	uses	

Heidegger’s	outline	which	identifies	three	consecutive	periods	in	the	

development	of	understanding	in	Western	metaphysics	(Hector	2011,	4-14).		

The	first	period,	in	the	era	of	Plato’s	philosophy,	the	“Being”	of	beings	is	

identified	with	ideas	which	are	understood	as	being	“objectively	real…part	of	the	

future	of	the	universe	as	it	were”	(Hector	2011,	3).	Therefore,	a	perception	is	

developed	that	deems	human	knowledge	as	being	dependent	upon	something	
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that	is	external	to	it.	In	the	second	period,	Descartes’	philosophy,	the	“Being”	of	

beings	is	identified	by	a	subject’s	predetermined	categories.	Therefore,	the	

starting	point	is	the	autonomous	subject,	yet	these	categories/ideas	are	still	

assumed	to	be	external	to	human	knowing.	In	the	third	and	last	period,	Hector,	

citing	Heidegger,	refers	to	Nietzsche’s	philosophy	as	the	model	which,	in	contrast	

to	Plato’s	and	Descartes’,	asserts	that	the	only	requirement	for	knowledge	to	

count	as	objective	knowledge,	is	for	a	human	subject	to	decide	to	count	it	as	such.	

Thus,	Nietzsche’s	had	no	hesitation	to	assert	that	Descartes’	decision,	to	count	

objects	in	mathematical	terms,	was	just	that,	his	decision.			

Hector	distinguishes	two	main	features	in	Cartesian	metaphysics.	The	first	is	that	

of	“essentialism”,	which	identifies	an	object’s	ultimate	reality	with	a	real	idea-like	

essence	that	stands	at	a	remove	from	ordinary	experience.	Through	this	lens,	the	

object	can	begin	to	appear	to	be	less	real,	the	shadow	of	the	real	idea/essence.	

Fundamental	reality	is	thus	thought	to	stand	apart	from	their	experience	and	the	

result	is	that	the	human	knower	becomes	severed	from	this	experiential	or	

ground	of	reality.	The	second	feature	“is	called	correspondentism”	(Hector	2011,	

11).	Correspondentism	is	called	upon	to	bridge	the	gap	opened	up	by	

essentialism.	This	does	not	mean	trying	to	conciliate	the	idea	of	an	object	in	one’s	

mind	with	the	object	in	experience,	such	conciliation	would	be	incidental.	Rather,	

we	must	accept	that	our	ideas	and	words	do,	and	must,	correspond	with	reality.		

Hector	contends	that	these	features	of	metaphysics	justify	a	position	that	

endeavours	to	avoid	metaphysics	altogether,	because	it	seems	“alienating,	

violent,	and	idolatrous”	(Hector	2011,	15).	The	difficulty	is,	as	metaphysicians	

present	it,	Western	metaphysics	is	indissolubly	tied	to	Western	language.	

Hector’s	specific	concern	is	how	this	problem	of	language	relates	to	the	church	

and	God.	If	language	is	metaphysical,	then	we	must	keep	language	at	a	distance	

from	God	because	this	would	do	violence	to	God	and	his	nature,	by	shoehorning	

him/her/it	into	human	ideas	and	categories.	And	this	is	the	apophatic	position	

held	by	certain	scholars	such	as	Caputo	and	Marion.	The	dilemma	for	Hector	(and	

probably	an	underlying	concern	for	Marion)	is	that	this	problem	with	language	
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leads	to	a	further	problem,	the	alienation	experienced	by	the	church,	because	

they	can	no	longer	address	God,	or	even	know	him.		While	Hector	will	concede	

that	the	problem	of	language	is	inescapable,	yet	as	one	who	is	concerned	with	the	

well-being	of	“the	Reformed,	evangelical	of	liberal	Protestant	church”	(Long	

2013,	95),	he	claims	to	proffer	a	novel	approach,	which	may	moderate	on	the	

extreme	position	that	we	cannot	speak	of	God.	He	will	contend	that	“there	is	very	

good	reason	to	think	that	language	is	not	–	or	need	not	be	thought	to	be	–	

metaphysical”	(Hector	2011,	5-6).	Thus	his	approach,	which	he	calls	therapeutic,	

proffers	an	alternative	view	to	the	extreme	apophatic	position.	His	hope	is	that	

his	discussion	will	at	least	contribute	to	current	deliberations	of	theological	

language	as	well	as	to	metaphysics.	

Starting	point:	Ordinary	Language	

The	starting	point,	or	major	difficulty	in	overcoming	metaphysics,	as	Hector	

views	it,	is	that	there	tends	to	be	an	uncritical	acceptance	of	its	precepts.	

Therefore	a	critical	step	in	overcoming	metaphysics	is	to	provide	its	

presuppositions	perceptible	as	presuppositions.	These	presuppositions	are	out	

of	touch	with	ordinary	life	experience	and	ordinary	language	use,	as	such,	they	

tend	to	make	one	feel	out	of	touch	with	reality.		

Wittgenstein,	in	his	discussion	on	“language	games”	(Labron	2009,	25),	notes	

that	words	seem	to	invoke	the	idea	of	clarity,	that	they	have	this	sense	of	non-

ambiguity	about	them.	Hector	claims	that	this	“crystalline	purity”	sense	of	the	

word	comes	from	a	presupposition	in	metaphysics,	the	“essentialist	

correspondent”	understanding	(Hector	2011,	15).	This	crystalline	purity	idea	of	

language	however	is	not	borne	out	in	reality.	Such	pre-understandings	need	to	be	

adjusted	to	suit	what	is	actually	the	case,	as	Hector	contends,	the	ordinary	

language	picture	is	not	the	picture	that	is	out	of	touch	with	fundamental	reality,	

but	it	is	the	crystalline	purity	picture	that	does	not	cohere	with	reality.	It	is	only	

in	the	context	of	speaking	that	one’s	semantic	range	is	narrowed	down	so	that	a	

word’s	meaning	can	be	determined	yet	even	this	can	be	ambiguous.		
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Therefore,	Hector	applies	therapeutic	anti-metaphysics,	in	which	he	reverses	the	

priority	explanation	of	reality.	Instead	of	accepting	metaphysics	“essentialist	

correspondent”	understanding	(See	explanation,	Hector	2011,	25-48),51	his	

strategy	is	to	use	the	measurement	that	is	close	at	hand,	the	ordinary	practices	

and	experiences	of	language,	as	it	is	used	in	everyday	life.	This	reversal	of	

perspectives	helps	his	overall	process	of	mitigation.	It	undermines	metaphysical	

notions	attached	to	language	and	what	it	means	to	be	in	touch	with	reality,	at	the	

same	time	demonstrating	that	one	need	not	appeal	to	such	inflated	ideals.	

Language	need	not	be	thought	of	as	intrinsically	or	irretrievably	violent,	

especially	when	it	is	understood	in	its	ordinary	use.		

Creaturely	Language	

However,	Hector’s	line	of	argument,	based	on	ordinary	language	use,	uncovers	

another	problem.	Language	being	ordinary	and	thus	creaturely	leads	to	a	further	

contention,	as	expressed	by	the	apophatic	anti-metaphysicians,	that	God	must	

stand	at	a	remove	from	the	realm	of	creaturely	language	and	experience.	Hector,	

in	the	development	of	his	therapeutic	approach,	seeks	to	provide	an	alternative	

positive	perspective	rather	than	a	seemingly	unbridgeable	gap	“between	God	and	

God-with-us”	(Hector	2011,	26).	His	counterintuitive	position	enlists	the	

Christian	traditional	perspective,	again	starting	with	Wittgenstein.		

Having	already	implemented	Wittgenstein’s	idea	of	language	games	(See	

example	Hector	2011,	29-32),	Hector	can	now	install	traditional	Christianity,	as	

the	language	game,	to	rule	the	range	of	theological	semantics.	This	in	turn	gives	

him	justification	to	enlist	Barth’s	understanding	of	“God’s	being-in	God-self	as	

ontologically	fit	for	being-with-us”	(Hector	2011,	31).	He	further	elaborates	that,	

since	God	is	responsible	for	creation	it	also	makes	him	committed	to	this	

creation;	God	who	“creates”	and	“governs	the	world”	is	the	same	one	who	is	

“determined”	to	be	“God-with-us”	(Hector	2011,	31).	Therefore,	even	creaturely	

																																																													
51	Alexander	Jensen,	Theological	Hermeneutics	(London:	SCM	Press,	2007),	25-42.	Discussion	about	
Augustine’s	use	of	signs:	the	difference	between	his	theory	of	signs	and	his	inner	word	external	word	
dualism.				
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reality	shouldn’t	pose	any	obstacle	to	God	being	with	us.	Yet,	the	creature	would	

still	be	unable	to	talk	to	such	a	God	because,	as	Hector,	Marion,	and	Caputo	have	

already	concluded,	the	creature’s	conceptual	language	will	make	this	God-with-

us	into	an	idol.			

Hector	now	calls	on	Schleiermacher,	and	his	non-inferential	system	(Kearney	

1984,	128),	to	do	therapy	upon	the	problem	of	creaturely	God	talk	as	being	

idolatrous.	Schleiermacher’s	system	is	based	on	the	notion	of	feeling	prior	to	

thinking	or	reflection;	the	person	has	a	feeling	of	complete	harmony,	of	being	at	

one	with	themselves	and	their	physical	and	spiritual	environment.	Importantly,	it	

is	in	this	frame	of	attitude	that	the	subject-object	dichotomy	becomes	a	displaced	

notion	(Hector	2011,	73-101).		

Hector	emphasises	the	spontaneous	nature	of	this	experience,	it	is	not	based	on	a	

conscious	and	deliberate	effort	on	the	part	of	the	“participator”;	one	simply	

comes	to	these	circumstances	already	being	affected	by	and	having	to	cope	with	

them,	“prior	to	and	apart	from	conscious	reflection	and	judgment”	(Hector	2011,	

77).	This	stands	in	contrast	to	a	process	whereby	a	person	intentionally	

conceptualises	God	and	therefore	creates	an	idol.	Indeed,	there	is	no	such	

objectification,	because	subject-object	dualism	has	been	overcome	in	the	non-

inferential	system/process.52			

Hector	follows	this	with	a	proposed	understanding	of	a	recognized-recognizer	

system	within	the	Christian	tradition,	in	this	way	suggesting	a	parallel	between	

the	two	systems.	Therefore	all	the	positives	of	Schleiermacher’s	system	can	now	

be	applied	to	Hector’s	system.	The	most	important	trait	to	be	carried	across	is	

that	this	system	of	recognized-recognizer	operates	on	a	deeper	inter-subjective	

level	of	recognition	and	thus,	a	non-conceptual	level.	This	Christianity,	which	

Hector	also	characterises	as	having	a	certain	integrity	and	consistency	from	its	

																																																													
52Kevin	W.	Hector,	Theology	without	Metaphysics	(Current	Issues	in	Theology)	(Cambridge:	Cambridge	
University	Press,	2011),	77.	Hector	gives	an	example	of	hitting	the	brakes	instinctively	when	a	child	
runs	in	front	of	one’s	car.	“On	has	an	immediate,	non-inferential	feel	for	one	self	and	one’s	
circumstances,	and	it	is	by	means	of	this	feel	that	one	is	always	already	attuned	to	these	
circumstances”.			
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earliest	witnesses	through	to	the	present,	can	now	be	viewed	as	non-idolatrous	

and	therefore	as	sourced	in	God.	This	is	the	thrust	of	his	final	therapy	session.	His	

position	is	further	reinforced	with	an	argument	based	on	precedence.								

Precedence	of	Tradition	

The	idea	of	precedence	comes	from	the	common-law	tradition	whereby	Judges	

decide	novel	cases	with	reference	to	prior	cases.	The	consequence	of	such	a	

practice	went	into	setting	up	the	common	law	tradition.	The	legal	community	

calls	upon	this	tradition	as	a	kind	of	authority	for	endorsing	all	of	its	subsequent	

judicial	cases	and	thus	they	form	part	of	an	authoritative	tradition.	The	same	can	

be	applied	to	the	use	of	concepts,	that	there	are	certain	conventions	for	

understanding,	to	the	affect	that;	when	a	person	uses	a	concept	he	or	she	intends	

this	usage	to	be	recognised,	by	those	whom	they	recognise	as	users	of	the	

concept.	Thus,	one’s	use	of	a	concept	is	an	implicit	claim	to	normative	authority	

over	other	users,	put	simply	this	is	how	we	(should)	normally	understand	this	

concept.	

Hector	applies	this	idea	of	precedence	to	the	recognition	of	the	Spirit’s	work	of	

transforming	one	into	God’s	child,	via	a	chain	of	recognition.	It	is	a	chain	that	

stretches	all	the	way	back	to	Christ	himself	and	is	perpetuated	by	the	normative	

Spirit	(disposition)	of	Christ.	Christ	recognised	his	original	followers	as	his	

disciples	and	he	then	authorised	them	to	recognise	future	followers	as	his	

disciples.	They	in	turn	recognised	and	authorised	those	who	followed	after	their	

authoritative	and	normative	practice	and	in	this	way	the	chain,	based	on	this	

original	recognition	or	normative	Spirit	of	Christ,	continued	still	further	into	the	

future	and	to	eternity.	Each	successive	epoch	of	disciples	were	conformed	to	

Christ’s	normative	performances	and	in	this	way	transformed	into	a	child	of	God.	

This	is	the	manner	in	which	the	Spirit	of	Christ	transforms	a	follower	into	a	child	

of	God,	guiding	each	disciple	into	all	the	truth	and	writing	his	law	upon	their	

hearts.		
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Hector	concludes	his	account	with	this	statement,	“that	neither	Scripture	nor	

tradition	has	offered	any	canonical	explanation	of	how	the	Spirit	does	these	

things”	(Hector	2011,	80),	it	follows	then	that	there	is	no	reason,	in	principle,	not	

to	think	of	the	Spirit	as	accomplishing	that	which	is	ascribed	to	it	by	circulation	

through	a	process	of	inter-subjective	recognition	in	which	one	links	up	with	(and	

carries	on)	a	chain	of	recognition	that	stretches	back	to	Christ’s	own	recognition	

of	his	disciples.	Therefore,	any	conceptual	meanings	of	theology	can	only	be	

divulged	in	terms	that	are	determined	by	the	normative	Spirit	(the	work	of	the	

Triune	God)	which	are	also	mediated	through	these	same	social	practices	of	a	

Christian	traditional	theological	community.		

What	Metaphysics:	Heidegger	

Hector	claims	that	there	has	been	a	recurrent	rebellion	against	metaphysics,	but	

moderns,	in	an	effort	to	evade	it,	only	find	themselves	being	sucked	back	into	its	

orbit.	Yet	metaphysics	can	be	understood	in	various	ways.	Hector	is	certainly	not	

rejecting	everything	that	goes	by	the	name	of	metaphysics.	In	particular,	he	is	not	

interested	in	doing	without	metaphysics	defined	as,	“any	set	of	claims	about	that	

which	transcends	nature,	or	any	set	of	claims	about	what	things	are	like”	(Hector	

2011,	11).	Therefore,	his	approach	could	be	understood	as	a	sort	of	revisionist	

metaphysics	although,	he	adds,	his	book	is	not	seeking	to	defend	this	position.	

Exactly	what	metaphysics	he	is	concerned	in	doing	away	with	demands	some	

elaboration,	which	is	the	discussion	we	turn	to	now.	

Hector	begins	his	account	with	Heidegger’s	presentation	of	the	subject	because	

he	believes	that	he	has	had	a	dominant	influence	in	contemporary	anti-

metaphysics.	Heidegger’s	general	definition	of	metaphysics	is,	“an	attempt	to	

understand	beings	‘as	such’	that	is,	what	beings	are	as	beings”	(Hector	2011,	18).	

Furthermore,	the	fundamental	reality	of	being	of	beings	is	equated	with	certain	

conceptions	of	them.	Metaphysics	understood	this	way,	Hector	concludes,	“fits	

beings	into	a	prior	conceptual	framework”	(Hector	2011,	20).	To	illustrate,	

Hector	now	provides	examples	in	history,	beginning	with	Descartes	and	

Nietzsche,	whom	he	believes	epitomises	this	sort	of	metaphysics.	Once	again	he	
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enlists	Heidegger’s	presentation,	not	because	he	believes	that	he	is	a	reliable	

guide	to	these	two	figures,	nevertheless	his	treatment	of	them	does	actually	shed	

invaluable	light	on	Heidegger’s	own	thought.	And,	according	to	what	Hector	has	

already	contended	(above),	appreciating	Heidegger’s	thought	is	similar	to	

appreciating	the	dominant	contemporary	understanding/view	of	metaphysics.	

For	Heidegger,	Hector	claims,	Descartes’	philosophy	is	the	beginning	of	the	

realisation	of	Western	metaphysics.	In	the	wake	of	the	Renaissance	and	the	

Reformation,	Descartes	had	to	find	an	alternative	ground	upon	which	to	place	his	

beliefs	and	actions,	since	the	former	foundation	of	the	churchly	and	supernatural	

ones	had	been	rigorously	challenged	and	their	authority	diminished.	Descartes	

considered	that	the	only	solid	ground	left	for	his	beliefs	and	actions	was	that	of	

the	“human	knower	him	–	or	herself”	(Decartes1998,	45-56).	The	goal	of	

Descartes’	metaphysical	work,	according	to	Heidegger,	was	“to	create	the	

metaphysical	ground	for	the	liberation	of	the	human	person	to	liberty	as	the	self	

determining	that	is	certain	of	itself”	(Thomson	2000,	305).	Therefore,	the	final	

outcome	was	a	new	foundation	based	on	the	person’s	liberated	reason,	the	

“cogito	ergo	sum	had	become	the	measure	of	all	things”	(Decartes	1998,	53).	In	

this	respect,	fundamental	reality	or	substance	becomes	that	which	a	person	

“clearly	and	distinctly	perceives	–	that	is,	with	that	which	they	represent	to	

themselves”	(Decartes	1998,	54).		

Therefore,	the	being	or	essence	of	an	object	is	equated	with	the	person’s	measure	

of	it,	their	own	representational	content.	It	is	these	representations	that	are	now	

validated	as	beings	and	the	manner	and	truth	of	any	being	is	grounded	upon	a	

person’s	own	presented	representations.	Heidegger	gives	the	example	of	

Descartes’	own	valid	measure	of	objects	according	to	mathematical	categories	

such	as	extension,	shape,	position,	and	motion.	As	Descartes	seems	to	

demonstrate,	it	is	a	person’s	predetermined	measure	that	determines	all	objects	

and	is	thus	guaranteed	in	advance.	This	means	that	objects	that	do	not	fit	into	the	

subject’s	predetermined	categories	are	subsequently	relegated	to	a	second	class	

category	of	non-being	or	mere	appearance.	Therefore,	Heidegger	summarises	
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Descartes’	metaphysics	as	that	discipline	characterised	by	an	account	of	being-

as-such	and	of	the	representations	to	which	such	beings	must	correspond.				

Descartes	certainly	broke	new	ground	by	giving	priority	to	the	representing	

subject.	Indeed,	Heidegger	concludes	that	Descartes;	whose	metaphysics	had	its	

beginnings	established	in	the	Platonic	system;	subsequently	ended	all	the	

metaphysical	systems	before	him.	This	conclusion,	notes	Hector,	is	based	upon	

an	understanding	of	metaphysics	that	“attempts	to	secure	human	knowing	by	

identifying	the	being	of	beings	with	human	ideas	about	them”	(Hector	2011,	10).	

Heidegger	goes	on	to	identify	two	steps	that	led	to	the	development	of	this	type	

of	metaphysics.		

The	first	step	was	to	distinguish	between	the	“that-ness”	and	“what-ness”	of	a	

being	(Thomson	2000,	306-7).	By	way	of	example,	the	being	of	a	stone	can	be	

determined	in	terms	of	its	existence	–	that	very	fact	that	there	is	stone.	Yet	it	can	

also	be	understood	by	its	essence	–	what	makes	it	the	thing	it	is,	namely	its	stone-

ness	or	idea.	The	next	step	was	to	classify	the	what-ness	of	a	being,	that	which	

makes	it	fundamentally	real.	Importantly,	these	essences	have	been	established	

in	advance	according	to	pre-determined	human	categories,	“the	fundamental	

reality	of	an	object	is	identical	with	terms	by	which	humans	know	it	namely,	in	

ideas	or	categories”.	Descartes’	“representationalism”,	Heidegger	concludes,	only	

makes	explicit	what	had	formerly	been	hidden	in	Plato	–	“namely,	the	

identification	of	the	being	of	beings	with	human	ideas	about	them”	(Hector	2011,	

12).	In	this	case,	the	typical	reference	to	Plato’s	metaphysics	as	“the	view	from	

nowhere”	is	easily	understood	as	a	satirical	phrase	meaning	“man’s	view”	

(Hector	2011,	15).		

Nietzsche,	as	Heidegger	interprets	his	work,	completely	draws	out	this	

understanding	of	Plato’s	and	Descartes’	metaphysics.	This	is	clear	in	his	

description	of	Nietzsche’s	philosophy	as	“the	fulfilment	or	completion	of	Western	

metaphysics”	(Hector	2011,	7).	Thus	he	elaborates,	both	Plato	and	Descartes	“see	

ideas	and	representations	as	corresponding	to	the	way	things	really	are	–	and	

identify	the	way	things	are	with	extra	phenomenal	essences”	while	Nietzsche	
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makes	more	explicit	the	actual	origin	of	these	so	called	“extra	phenomenal	

essences”	(Hector	2011,	7).	He	overrides	Descartes	ideal	of	the	clear	and	distinct	

by	stating	that	all	these	predetermined	categories	are	merely	determined	by	our	

own	decisions	to	treat	them	as	such.						

According	to	Heidegger,	therefore,	it	is	from	Nietzsche	that	a	new	consciousness	

is	birthed.	The	onto-theological	category	of	being	of	beings	is	equated	with	a	

person’s	psyche.	The	motivating	force	behind	any	human	psyche	is	only	their	will	

for	power.	Heidegger,	Hector	notes,	thinks	that	“there	is	nothing	novel”	(Hector	

2011,	7)	about	Nietzsche’s	understanding,	the	novelty	is	rather;	that	he	made	

this	understanding	explicit.	As	a	consequence,	the	thinker	can	no	longer	appeal	

to	the	validity	of	a	truth	based	on	a	metaphysical	authority	which	transcends	

human	positing,	such	appeals	are	now	void	of	any	philosophical	or	theological	

authority.	This	is,	as	Heidegger	views	it,	the	“consummation	of	metaphysics”	

because	it	makes	it	explicit	“that	the	human	person	answers	only	to	humanly	

posited	values”	(Hector	2011,	9).		

Hector’s	conclusion,	based	on	Heidegger’s	analysis	of	Western	metaphysics,	is	

that	the	fulfilment	of	Western	metaphysics	has	three	distinct	steps	to	it.	Plato	

“identifies	the	beings	of	beings	with	ideas,	but	thinks	of	these	ideas	as	objectively	

real	–	as	part	of	the	future	of	the	universe,	as	it	were	–	and	so	thinks	of	human	

knowledge	as	dependent	upon	something	external	to	it”	(Hector	2011,	10).	

Descartes	takes	the	next	step,	by	“identifying	the	being	of	beings	with	that	which	

fits	within	the	representing	subject’s	predetermined	categories”	(Hector	2011,	

11),	but	he	still	thinks	that	these	predetermined	categories	are	actually	external	

to	human	knowing.	Yet	Nietzsche,	in	contrast	to	Plato	and	Descartes,	asserts	that	

the	prerequisite	to	knowledge	being	counted	as	objective	knowledge	is	the	

human	subject’s	decision.	Nietzsche’s	step,	expressed	analogically,	is	to	finally	

identify	Descartes’	decision	to	count	“objects	in	mathematical	terms,”	with	just	

that,	his	decision	(Hector	2011,	15).			

Therefore,	Hector	continues,	the	ways	in	which	we	understand	the	world	are	

“irreducibly	our	ideas	and	values”	(Hector	2011,	9).	Moreover,	the	a	priori	
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metaphysical	grounding	is	secured	in	Nietzsche’s	will	to	power.	As	Heidegger	

argues,	“it	is	the	sole	criterion	of	all	securing	and	thus	of	what	is	right		.	.	.	What	it	

wills	is	correct	and	in	order,	because	the	Will	to	Will	is	the	only	order	that	

remains”	(Hector	2011,	9).	According	to	Heidegger’s	presentation	metaphysics	

takes	on	an	anthropomorphic	centre,	it	is	the	human	who	beholds	the	world	and	

forms	it	according	to	their	own	image.		

It	is	from	Heidegger’s	vantage	point	that	Hector	understands	the	term	

metaphysics	and	it	is	from	here	that	he	begins	discharging	his	critique	of	such	an	

understanding.	He	begins	by	taking	up	Heidegger’s	concern	regarding	this	

metaphysics	(as	he	has	presented	it),	that	it	“precludes	being	itself	coming	into	

view”	(Hector	2011,	10),	because	it	pictures	the	being	in	its	existence	as	

grounded	in	the	being	as	essence,	rather	than	vice	versa.	Expressed	in	

Heidegger’s	terms,	it	grounds	“that-ness”	in	“what-ness”	(Thomson	2000,	300-6).	

A	being’s	existence	is	grounded	“within	beings	themselves,	thereby	taking	‘Being’	

(as	opposed	to	nothing)	for	granted”	(Hector	2011,	10).	Moreover,	when	it	comes	

to	the	supreme	‘Being’,	its	existence	or	that-ness	is	taken	for	granted,	which	in	

turn	becomes	the	ground	for	what-ness	or	essence	of	all	other	beings	(Hector	

2011,	10).		

Heidegger’s	critique	is	therefore	levelled	against	the	metaphysics	that	forgets	to	

deal	with	a	priority	question	of	the	existence/non-existence	of	a	Supreme	Being,	

and	this	is	exactly	Heidegger’s	“project”,	to	deal	with	this	question	in	his	

examination	of	metaphysics	(Thomson	2000,	318-320).	As	it	stands	therefore,	in	

metaphysics	it	is	human	persons	who	give	beings	their	measure,	in	that	they	

determine	from	and	by	them-selves	what	should	be	allowed	to	circulate	as	a	

being.	As	Heidegger	has	already	claimed,	beings	are	therefore	prohibited	from	

coming	into	view.	Based	on	this	argument,	the	logical	conclusion	is	that	the	only	

world	that	exists	is	the	one	constructed	from	human	representations	–	the	

metaphysically	stamped	one.	
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Problems	with	Metaphysics		

Therefore	the	contention	against	this	type	of	metaphysics,	which	Hector	labels	

correspondent-essentialist	metaphysics,	is	that	this	predetermined	

metaphysically	constructed	world	view	does	violence	against	the	object	itself.		As	

Hector	states,	objects	“show	up	–	indeed,	to	be”	when	they	fit	into	an	already	

constructed	“framework	established	by	ones	ideas,	words	and	categories”	

(Hector	2011,	8).	Yet	this	idea	that	the	mind	corresponds	with	reality	should	not	

be	understood	as	being	one	dimensional.	The	freight	is	actually	carried	in	both	

directions.	That	is,	the	mind	“pictures	one’s	words	and	categories	as	

corresponding	to	an	object’s	fundamental	reality”	(Hector	2011,	9).	Yet	it	also	

ends	up	“equating	an	object’s	fundamental	reality	with	that	which	fits	within	the	

bounds	of	those	categories”	(Hector	2011,	8).		

The	obvious	danger	with	this	type	of	metaphysics	is	that	it	is	dictated	by	certain	

preconceptions	and	thus,	will	tend	to	make	objects	conform	to	these	pre-

conceptions.	Hector	gives	some	examples	which	illustrate	this	danger,	

particularly	in	the	situations	where	humans	are	treated	as	objects.	Woman	may	

show	up	through	a	lens	of	prior	conceptions	of	femininity	and	if	weakness	is	part	

of	this	lens,	then	women	are	viewed	as	being	weak.	Again,	one’s	own	prior	

conception	of	blackness	will	set	the	scope	when	a	person	shows	up	within	its	

sight;	a	person	who	is	dark	may	be	perceived	as	being	shady	or	sinister.	This	sort	

of	metaphysics	limits	an	object’s	particularity,	binding	up	objects	and	forcing	

them	into	its	own	preconceived	ideas.	It	is	“commonly”	disparaged	as	being	

“totalizing,	calculating,	and	instrumentalizing”	(Hector	2011,	49).	It	may	also	give	

“comfort	to	other	sorts	of	violence”	(Hector	2011,	51).	

Another	danger,	pointed	out	by	Hector,	is	that	this	metaphysical	view	may	give	

rise	to	feelings	of	distance	and	not	being	in	touch	with	reality,	everyday	objects	

can	seem	like	mere	appearances,	even	our	own	existence	may	be	questioned.	The	

only	reason	that	metaphysicians	like	“Descartes	and	Plato	were	not	troubled	by	

this	feeling	of	distance,	Hector	suggests,	is	because	they	claimed	that	humans	

have	“an	experience-transcending	faculty	to	bridge	it”	(Hector	2011,	30).	This	
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bridge	is	provided	by	the	sceptical	worries	that	are	inherent	within	them.	As	to	

how	these	sceptical	worries	act	as	a	bridge,	Hector	is	not	clear	on	this	matter,	but	

the	outcome	is	a	stronger	correspondence,	a	correcting	of	one’s	ideas	and	to	be	

more	balanced.	That	correctness	consists	wholly	in	one’s	standing	in	a	certain	

relationship	to	objects	is	a	pertinent	point	for	Hector,	because	this	uncovers	

another	negative	aspect	of	this	metaphysics.	

Hector	quotes	Richard	Rorty	who	“wants	to	see	human	persons	as	answerable	

only	to	those	who	answer	to	us	–	only	to	conversation	partners,	we	are	not	

responsible	either	to	the	atoms	or	to	God,	at	least	not	until	they	start	conversing	

with	us”	(Hector	2011,	29).	Hector,	in	general	agreement	with	Rorty,	adds	that	if	

one	could	release	oneself	from	this	“correspondentist”	view	it	would	in	turn	“free	

oneself	from	this	sense	of	incapability”	(Hector	2011,	30).	It	would	allow	one	to	

“arrive	at	a	view”	that	would	only	answer	to	“objects	by	answering	to	one’s	

peers”	(Hector	2011,	32).		

That	Hector	is	in	general	agreement	to	Rorty	is	worth	noting.	Rorty	clearly	does	

not	believe	that	there	has	been	any	prior	voice	of	God,	whether	by	the	Word	of	

God	or	any	other	means.	Hector,	as	a	protestant	Christian,	clearly	does	believe	

that	God	has	spoken.	Yet,	even	if	Rorty	is	an	atheist	his	argument	fits	well	into	

Hector’s	presentation	and	so	he	is	happy	to	plunder	the	Egyptians.			

Hector	will	use	the	Egyptian’s	gold,	not	to	form	an	idol,	but	to	bolster	his	own	

system	of	inter-subjective	recognition	which	coheres	well	with	answerability	to	

peers.	Yet	at	the	same	time	he	gives	it	a	spiritual	or	mystical	overlay	in	his	overall	

presentation/understanding.	This	answerability	to	peers	becomes	mimetic	when	

applied	to	the	system	of	inter-subjective	recognition.	This	mimetic	system	

enables	the	perpetuation	and	continuation	of	an	apostolic	paradigm	or	line	that	

goes	right	back	to	Jesus,	and	is	somehow	carried	along	by	the	Spirit	of	

recognition.	Essentially,	it	is	answerability,	not	to	an	idol,	but	to	God.	And	here	

we	arrive	at	Hector’s	subject	proper.			
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Subject	Proper:	Objectification	of	God	

Hector’s	main	topic	of	concern,	as	has	already	been	noted,	is	that	correspondent-

essentialist	metaphysics	fits	God	into	its	own	pre-conceptions.	God	is	objectified	

and	forced	to	correspond	to	one’s	ideas	of	God.	This	metaphysical	theism	clearly	

creates	God	into	its	own	image	to	venerate	and	therefore	must	be	idolatrous.	

Hector	gives	Heidegger’s	verdict	of	this	image,	“one	can	neither	fall	to	one’s	

knees	in	awe,	nor	can	one	play	music	and	dance	before	such	a	god”	(Hector	2011,	

12).	Ironically	this	essence,	this	conception	of	God,	is	merely	a	projection	of	our-

selves.		

This	type	of	metaphysics	could	easily	be	interpreted	as	the	attempt	to	set	the	

bounds	of	righteousness.	In	this	respect,	Hector	states,	metaphysics	is	

“fundamentally	an	act	of	self-justification”	(Hector	2011,	14).	Once	again	Hector	

appeals	to	Heidegger	who	contends	that	metaphysics	“justifies	itself	before	the	

claim	of	justice”	due	to	the	fact	that	it	“posits	those	bounds	of	justice	itself”	

(Hector	2011,	14).		It	is	this	justification	that	is	set	within	the	secular	realm	and	

equivalent	to	“the	theological	doctrine	of	justification”	(Hector	2011,	14).	

Metaphysics,	at	its	bottom,	then,	“can	be	seen	as	a	theological	project	–	

specifically,	the	project	of	self	justification”	(Hector	2011,	14).		

Hector	now	sums	up	the	metaphysics,	presented	by	Heidegger,	by	highlighting	

two	of	its	main	features.	The	first	feature,	essentialism	gives	a	picture	in	which	an	

object’s	fundamental	reality	is	identified	with	a	real	or	idea-like	essence	that	

stands	at	a	remove	from	ordinary	experience.	The	latter	may	come	to	seem	

shadowy,	second-rate,	a	realm	of	mere	appearance,	it	follows	that	the	human	

knowers	can	feel	severed	from	this	reality.	The	second	feature	correspondentism	

is	implemented	to	bridge	the	gap,	following	the	realisation	that	there	is	a	

distance	between	human	persons	and	that	of	fundamental	reality.	The	only	way	

to	bridge	this	gap,	or	so	it	seems,	is	to	resolve	to	accept	that	our	ideas	and	words	

are	in	correspondence	of	such	reality.	Thus	Hector	concludes;	once	these	

features	have	been	made	explicit,	it	is	easy	to	see	why	one	would	want	to	avoid	

metaphysics,	since	it	seems	alienating,	violent,	and	idolatrous.			
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The	Extreme	Position:	Apophatic	Anti-metaphysics	

However	metaphysics	may	be	very	difficult,	if	not	impossible	to	avoid,	a	problem	

that	Hector	now	addresses	by	citing	Derrida.	It	is	not	simply	that	everyday	

concepts	reflect	and	reinforce	metaphysical	presuppositions;	it	is	that	“language	

use	is	itself	metaphysical”	(Shakespeare	2009,	35).	Concept	use	is	inextricably	

tied	to	the	whole	essentialist-correspondent	process,	such	that,	when	one	applies	

a	concept	to	an	object	“one	fits	these	into	its	predetermined	framework”	(Hector	

2011,	14).	According	to	Derrida’s	view,	the	only	way	out	of	this	metaphysical	

bind	is	to	“loosen	one’s	grip	of	language	and	concept	use”	in	order	to	try	to	do	

away	with	metaphysics	(Derrida,	Semiologic	et	Grammatologie	1972,	176-79).		

This	endeavour	to	somehow	deliver	oneself	from	concept	use	can	lead	to	

extreme	measures.	This	is	undoubtedly	the	point	that	Hector	wishes	to	illustrate	

in	presenting	two	scholars	who	have	resorted	to	this	type	of	approach,	Marion	

and	Caputo.		

Marion	considers	himself	foremost	a	philosopher	(J.-L.	Marion,	Idol	and	Distance	

2002,	23),	yet	as	other	philosophers		contended	with	this	concern,	regarding	the	

problem	of	metaphysics,	it	clearly	becomes	a	theological	concern,	and	therefore	

how	can	the	Catholic	Church	worship	God	without	making	Him	into	an	idol?		

Given	this	subject-matter	the	problem	of	language	becomes	extremely	

problematic,	at	least	as	far	as	Marion	(the	theologian)	is	concerned.	It	is	a	serious	

matter	when	God,	who	is	conceptualised,	is	considered	to	be	no	god	at	all,	but	an	

idol,	and	this	is	just	the	claim	that	Marion	makes.	He	justifies	this	claim	by	his	

definition	of	a	concept.	A	concept	is	that	which	consigns	in	a	sign	that	which	the	

mind	first	seized	with	it	and,	as	a	result,	seizure	becomes	the	measure	of	the	

divine	and	not	vice	versa.	Once	it	has	seized	the	divine	in	its	conceptual	hold	it	

will	go	forth	and	name	it	God.	Once	defined,	this	predetermined	human	

conceptual	God	measures	the	“Christian	crossed	out	God	or	the	more	divine	god”	

(J.-L.	Marion,	God	without	Being	1991,	78-80).		
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The	Christian	crossed	out	God	is	Marion’s	way	of	expressing	the	

incomprehensible	and	unspeakable	nature,	and	name	of	God,	it	serves	to	

accentuate	his	point	that	our	concepts	of	God	are	idolatrous.	Hector	agrees	with	

Marion,	adding	the	co-joiner,	inasmuch	as	he	rightly	understands	him.	If	it	is	

agreed	that	“Idolatry	is	the	subjection	of	God	to	human	conditions	for	an	

experience	of	the	divine”	(Hector	2011,	16),	and	if	“concepts	are	indeed	a	kind	of	

human	condition”	(Hector	2011,	16),	and	that	by	these	concepts	God	is	subjected	

to	their/people’s	boundaries,	then	he	and	Marion	are	in	agreement,	God	attained	

by	conceptual	use	is	an	idol.	

Marion	elaborates	further	on	this	problem	of	concept	use,	yet	ironically	he	uses	a	

concept	to	do	so:	the	concept	of	incomprehensibility.	According	to	Marion	

“incomprehensibility”	is	a	“formal	definition	of	God”	(Hector	2011,	17),	yet	

categorising	his	concept	as	formal,	does	not,	in	my	view,	make	it	an	exception	to	

any	other	concept	use.	This	inconsistency	aside,	Marion’s	point	is	that	when	we,	

in	our	expressions,	claim	that	we	comprehend	the	God	who	is	incomprehensible,	

what	we	actually	do	is	subject	Him	to	our	human	level,	according	to	our	finite	

mind.	Thus,	like	any	object	that	we	conceptualise,	we	force	Him	to	submit	to	our	

measure,	which	is	less	than	God,	which	is	an	idol.	The	divine	nature	is	of	

necessity	to	exceed	one’s	understanding	so	that	“God	must	utterly	transcend	

one’s	conception	of	God”	(Hector	2011,	17).	Therefore,	according	to	Hector,	

Marion	concludes	that	in	order	to	avoid	this	conceptual	idolatry,	theology	must	

at	bottom	not	apply	concepts	to	God.		

Hector	now	presents	Marion’s	suggestion	for	a	way	out	of	concept	use,	a	“non-

predicative	understanding	of	God-talk”	(Hector	2011,	17).	Marion	suggests	that	

the	solution	is	to	substitute	predication	with	praise.	When	a	person	“uses	

language	to	praise	God”,	this	suspends	predicating	“concepts	of	God”	(Hector	

2011,	17).	The	person	will	“lift	their	voice”	in	direct	“praise	to	the	unknowable	

Giver	of	the	gift”	(Hector	2011,	17).	Their	voice	will	be	directed	to	the	unknown,	

therefore	eliminating	any	conceptual	picture	for	the	Giver.	Marion’s	idea	of	

praise	is	drawn	from	Pseudo-	Dionysius,	whereby,	the	relationship	between	“the	
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requestant”	(the	speaker)	and	“the	Requisite”	(the	Giver)	is	conceived	“where	the	

latter	is	inherent	in	the	former”	(Hector	2011,	18).		

Hector	understands	Marion	as	saying	that	when	one	praises	God	as	wise,	for	

example,	the	meaning	of	wise	is	usually	determined	by	its	predicative	use	and	

therefore	with	reference	to	creatures	and	their	understanding	of	wisdom.	Yet	

this	is	not	the	case	with	praise,	God	as	wise	does	“not	predicate	this	concept	(of	

human	wisdom)	of	God”,	but	this	praise	of	wisdom	goes	“beyond	the	human	

concept”	(Hector	2011,	18).	It	trans-pierces	(penetrates	through)	the	human	

concept	of	wisdom	into	and	onto	the	“One,	upon	whose	giving	all	things	–	

including	creaturely	wisdom	–	depend”	(Hector	2011,	18).	Therefore	when	the	

speaker	utters	praise	to	God	the	“as”	in	“I	praise	you,	Lord,	as	beauty”	busts	past	

the	aim	of	the	speaker,	which	incorporates	their	concept	of	beauty,	and	into	the	

infinite	beyond	to	the	One.	Yet	this	requires	the	speaker	to	“first”	see	this	“One’	

as	the	Giver	of	all	good	things”	(Hector	2011,	18).	This	ultimately	means	that	the	

speaker	will	“return	to	the	Requisite	the	gifts	and	the	names	that	the	Requisite	

ensures	in	distance”	(Hector	2011,	19).	

This	is	a	major	aspect	in	Marion’s	approach,	states	Hector,	where	he	insists	on	

the	“absolute	ontological	and	theological	priority	of	Charity”	(Hector	2011,	19).	

His	non-predicative	understanding	of	God-talk	is	based	on	this	deep	appreciation	

that	God	is	the	Giver,	His	giving	or	charity	enables	being	and	is	prior	to	being/s.	

This	perfect	gift	of	charity	does	not	wholly	reside	“within	the	realm	of	that	which	

it	gives	to	be”,	but	that	which	gives	“to	be”	must	be	thought	of	in	distance	(Hector	

2011,	19).	This	is	because	the	Giver	has	absolute	precedence	over	all	beings.	

Beings	acknowledge	their	dependence	upon	a	prior	gift	which	results	in	“a	sense	

of	God’s	depth”	(Hector	2011,	20).	The	gift	offered,	as	this	depth,	and	understood	

as	inconceivable	knowledge	leaves	this	charity	alone	to	appear.			

Charity	is	the	most	appropriate	name	for	God,	Marion	thinks,	because	it	

expresses	His	infinite	nature	which	in	turn	distinguishes	him	from	all	other	

beings.	And	the	only	fitting	response	to	this	charity	is	praise,	God	gives,	and	to	

say	God,	is	to	acknowledge	the	reception	and	the	return	of	the	gift,	even	though,	
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this	return	of	the	gift	is	essentially	redundant	because	of	the	“imponderable	of	

the	donation”	(Hector	2011,	21).	This	praise	is	an	action,	Marion	adds,	because	it	

encompasses	a	life	that	is	lived	in	an	attitude	of	praise.		

Marion’s	approach,	Hector	summarises,	is	understood	as	an	“apophatic	anti-

metaphysical	theism”,	as	opposed	to	a	“metaphysical	theism”	(Hector	2011,	21),	

the	latter	(as	expressed	above)	is	understood	as	human	efforts	to	fit	God	into	

their	own	correspondent	ideas/terms.	The	epitome	of	Marion’s	apophatic	theism	

is	expressed	in	his	statement,	“since	all	other	realities	depend	wholly	upon	God’s	

originary	act	of	giving-to-be”,	then	it	must	follow	that	“God	is	absolutely	prior”	

(Hector	2011,	21)	to	all	other	realities	and	not	vice	versa.	All	realities	would	

necessarily	include	human	language	according	to	Marion’s	view.				

Caputo’s	rebuff									

Caputo	is	another	influential	scholar	of	apophatic	anti-metaphysics,	or	more	

specifically,	as	Hector	labels	it,	a	“deconstructive	anti-metaphysics”	(Hector	

2011,	20),	and	by	this	he	means	that	Caputo	critiques	and	deconstructs	the	

arguments	of	other	anti-metaphysicians	such	as	Marion.	Caputo’s	following	

critique	of	Marion	exposes	the	impossibility	of	avoiding	concept	use.	Yet,	at	the	

same,	it	serves	Hector’s	purpose,	in	revealing	the	apophatic	anti-metaphysic’s	

extreme	view	of	the	metaphysical	problem,	leading	to	an	extreme	approach.	

Hector’s	strategic	use	of	Caputo	effectively	provides	the	opportunity	to	present	

his	own	more	moderate	therapeutic	approach.							

In	principle,	Caputo	agrees	with	Marion	on	the	problem	of	concept	use,	yet	he	

takes	an	even	stronger	position,	language	is	manifestly	violent	and	there	is	no	

way	out	of	it.	Violence	is	so	integrated	into	linguistic	structures	that	it	indeed	

constitutes	language	itself.	According	to	this	extreme	perspective	there	is	

nothing	we	can	say	about	God	that	is	not	violent.	Hector’s	view	is	that	Caputo	

brings	home	the	implication	of	the	violent	use	of	concepts	in	a	most	troublesome	

way.	Caputo	contends	that	when	a	language	claims	to	be	the	language	of	reality	

and	at	the	same	time	contains	a	conceptional	system	of	exclusions,	then,	it	can	
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result	in	“blood	spilling	violence”	(Hector	2011,	18).	Such	a	harrowing	image	of	

language’s	potential	for	evil	is	very	worrisome	and	seems	to	justify	the	form	of	

relief	that	Hector’s	therapy	offers.		

Though	Caputo	offers	a	solution,	of	sorts,	it	does	not	offer	much	relief.	He	

believes	that	the	only	way	to	curb	this	propensity	towards	violence	is	to	be	

constantly	reminded	that	language	is	inherently	violent.	Caputo’s	project	enlists	

a	deconstructive	approach,	based	on	the	rational	that	conceptual	violence	is	

inescapable	and	therefore	we	need	to	be	reminded	that	our	language	is	often	not	

an	exact	representation	of	reality.	However,	just	because	our	language	is	

inherently	violent,	it	does	not	mean	that	we	should	succumb	to	its	“arch-violent”	

spirit	(Hector	2011,	19).	We	must	endeavour	to	avoid	language	that	incites	

violence,	such	as	that	which	would	exclude,	excommunicate,	or	silence	others.		

Hector	views	both	Marion	and	Caputo’s	strategies	as	deconstructive,	in	that	they	

reveal	there	is	“no	reference	without	difference,	no	reference	outside	of	a	textual	

chain”	(Hector	2011,	19).	The	meaning	of	any	term	is	determined	by	its	place	in	

an	overall	systematic	code	which	has	been	established	over	time	and	within	

cultures	and/or	traditions.	The	point	that	Hector	wishes	to	emphasise	here	is	

that	our	reality	is	always	a	mediated	reality	and	thus,	should	not	be	understood	

as	corresponding	to	an	object’s	own-most	reality.	It	is	only	through	this	

understanding,	of	mediation,	that	one	can	hope	to	be	“free	from	thinking	that	

objects	–	God	or	otherwise	–	can	be	pinned	down”	(Hector	2011,	22).	Yet	at	the	

same	time	it	also	“protects	their	otherness”,	so	that	this	allows	the	“thing	itself	to	

slip	away	leaving	nothing	behind,	save	the	name”	(Hector	2011,	20).		

Certainly	the	thing	itself	slipping	away	is	made	more	apparent	in	Caputo’s	

critique	of	Marion,	as	Hector	elaborates.	As	has	been	seen,	Marion	claims	that	

there	is	a	non-conceptual	and	thus	non-idolatrous	means	of	talking	to	God.	

Against	this	claim,	Caputo	contends	that	there	is	no	“non-predicative	means”	by	

which	to	“refer	one’s	words	to	God	–	even	words	of	praise,	since	intentionality	is	

an	irreducibly	conceptual	affair”	(Hector	2011,	21).	We	have	an	intention	to	

direct	our	praise	toward	God	and	this	direction	is	pre-determined	according	to	
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the	concepts	by	which	we	understand	the	God	we	are	going	to	praise,	whether	

“one	addresses	God	as	‘you,’	the	‘God	of	Israel,’	or	‘The	Unknown’	–	one	will	by	

necessity	employ	concepts”	(Hector	2011,	20).	Caputo	clearly	believes	that	it	is	

absurd	to	posit	any	praise	addressed	to	God	that	does	not	involve	concepts,	“for	

apart	from	such	conceptual	use	one’s	praise	would	remain	undirected”	(Hector	

2011,	20).	Therefore,	his	argument	could	be	summed	up,	doing	away	with	

concepts	equates	to	doing	away	with	the	conditions	(defined	by	concepts)	which	

make	it	possible	to	address	or	even	think	of	God	in	the	first	place.		

Caputo	then	turns	this	argument	against	Marion,	beginning	with	Marion’s	

contention	that	“God	must	not	be	subjected	to	any	anterior	conditions,	such	as	

those	of	being/s”	(Hector	2011,	23).	Caputo’s	rebuff	is	that	Marion	has	actually	

violated	his	own	ruling,	in	this	regard,	by	his	mere	substitution	of	“one	set	of	

conditions	for	another”	(Hector	2011,	23)	–	that	is,	his	own.	Moreover,	Caputo	

insists	that	Marion	has	in	no	way	avoided	conditioning	God,	and	reiterates,	that	

“when	one	speaks	of	God	without	‘Being’,	or	beyond	‘Being’,	it	is	not	as	if	you	had	

somehow	just	extricated	God	from	all	anterior	conditionality”	(Hector	2011,	24).	

While	Marion	may	believe	that	he	has	conditioned	it/him/her/God	to	“something	

better”,	Caputo	counters	that	all	Marion	has	done	is	to	construe	the	conditions	to	

“better”	suit	his	“religious	sensibility”	(Hector	2011,	24).		

For	Caputo	there	is	no	“God’s	eye	point	of	view”	and	although	Marion	may	claim	

such	a	view,	all	he	has	managed	to	show	us	is	a	point	of	view	of	a	certain	human	

religious	experience.	This	experience	is	“from	one	end	to	the	other”	an	

expression	that	is	“thoroughly	defined	in	the	human	terms	of	loving,	giving,	and	

earthly	glory”	(Hector	2011,	27)	Even	the	term	love	(Marion	believes	God	loved	

before	existence/being)	is	humanly	mediated	and	is	determined	from	our	human	

side,	as	Caputo	contends;	love	does	not	escape	the	vortex	that	subjects	“an	object	

to	its	conditions”	(Hector	2011,	26).	Marion’s	attempt	to	avoid	this	vortex	of	

violence,	by	his	use	of	the	concept	love	only	further	“perpetuates	the	illusion	that	

God	corresponds	to	one’s	own	language	of	God”	(Hector	2011,	26).		
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As	Caputo	continues	to	challenge	Marion’s	position,	it	is	clear	he	is	determined	to	

make	the	point	that	we	cannot	escape	the	violence	of	language.53	More	

significantly,	Caputo	is	being	used	to	demonstrate	Hector’s	point	that	the	

apophatic	approach	does	not	solve	the	problem	of	God-talk,	but	only	further	

accentuates	the	difficulty.		

Caputo	views	Marion’s	attempt	to	release	God	from	any	human	conditions	is	at	

best,	“misguided”,	and	at	worst	actually	leads	to	violence.	If	Marion	insists	on	

submitting	all	God-talk	(theology)	to	the	authority	of	a	Catholic	bishop	who	is	a	

member	“of	an	exclusive	ecclesiastical	hierarchy”	then,	Caputo	contends,	this	is	

“ethico-ontical	violence”	which	is	“the	worse	sort	of	violence”	of	all	(Hector	2011,	

23).		

Summary	based	on	Marion	and	Caputo	

Hector	has	set	forth	two	differing	methods	of	overcoming	the	violence	inherent	

in	language,	because	of	its	metaphysical	nature.	Although	Marion	and	Caputo	

suggest	that	language	must	be	kept	at	a	distance,	from	its	objects,	the	way	to	

achieve	this	distance	is	to	relegate	God	to	the	realm	of	transcendence.	This	

means	setting	up	a	gap	between	the	human	person	and	his	world,	and	God.	Yet	

Caputo	further	asserts	that	the	experience	of	the	“Other”	must	be	inaccessible	to	

my	perception,	otherwise	the	other’s	experience	would	be	mine	and	that	her	or	

his	otherness	would	be	invaded	or	damaged.	Thus	God	must	remain	absolutely	

“Other”,	so	that	His	transcendence	is	not	compromised.	

Marion,	in	contrast,	understands	that	an	alleged	experience	of	God	necessarily	

involves	certain	preconditions.	These	preconditions	are	such	that	distance	is	

maintained	between	God	and	the	person	so	that	one’s	experiences	cannot	be	

identified	with	God.	Thus,	his	solution	to	the	problem	of	idolatry,	“the	subjection	

of	God	to	human	conditions	for	an	experience	of	the	divine”,	is	to	restrict	any	

connection	in	“experience”	between	the	parties	(Hector	2011,	26).	Since	it	is	

																																																													
53	Steven	Shakespeare,	Derrida	and	Theology	(New	York:	T	&	T	Clarke	International,	2009),	92.	Derrida	
agrees	with	Caputo;	“the	possibility	of	violence	can	never	be	wholly	eliminated	from	the	world”.	
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God’s	actual	distance	“that	identifies	and	authenticates	the	divine	as	such”	

(Hector	2011,	26).	

Having	summarised	these	views,	I	think	Hector	has	clearly	demonstrated	the	

pitfalls	in	trying	to	change	the	essentialist-correspondentist	picture	created	by	

Western	metaphysics.	There	seems	to	be	no	way	of	expressing	God-talk	without	

treating	God	as	an	idol.	In	Hector’s	account,	Caputo	establishes	an	unbridgeable	

gap	between	God	and	man,	and	Marion’s	effort	to	close	this	gap	he	seriously	

challenged.	We	are	condemned	to	distance,	alienated	from	our	maker,	we	may	

even	need	therapy.	Hector	is	now	well	positioned	to	present	his	alternative	to	

these	apophatic	methods	of	doing	without	essentialist-correspondentist	

metaphysics.	This	alternative	he	titles,	“Therapeutic	anti-metaphysics”	(Hector	

2011,	27).			

This	therapeutic	strategy	is	not	original	to	him,	he	explains,	but	is	the	joint	

inspiration	of	Wittgenstein	and	Schleiermacher	respectively.	Therefore,	in	the	

following	account,	he	elaborates	on	the	way	he	has	uniquely	applied	this	

approach	as	a	means	of	avoiding	the	essentialist-correspondentist	metaphysical	

picture.	The	first	step	is	to	make	certain	commitments	found	in	the	metaphysical	

framework	explicit,	and	in	order	to	achieve	this,	he	will	put	another	more	

reasonable	picture	alongside	this	metaphysical	one.	This	alternative	picture,	he	

believes,	will	help	free	one	from	the	irresistibleness	of	the	former	one.	Yet	the	

process	of	changing	ones	view	may	cause	a	feeling	of	dislocation	or	

homesickness.	With	his	special	brand	of	therapy,	Hector	intends	to	“treat	the	

homesickness	one	may	feel	for	that	which	has	been	left	behind”	(Hector	2011,	

28).	

Homesickness		

The	feeling	of	homesickness	is	especially	apparent	for	those	who	have	been	held	

in	the	grip	of	correspondentism	for	a	long	period	of	time.	If	a	person	believes	that	

their	essentialist	view	directly	corresponds	to	reality	then	subsequent	

dislodgement	from	this	view	will	make	one	feel	out	of	touch	with	the	world,	as	if	
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they	are	to-ing	and	fro-ing	in	shadowy	world	without	any	substance.	Such	a	

sensation	is	usually	a	confirmation	that	one	is	still	in	the	clutch	of	a	metaphysical	

framework	and,	as	a	consequence,	they	are	struggling	to	let	go	of	certain	

inflationary	claims	about	reality.	Hector	claims	that	a	metaphysical	framework	of	

reality	fosters	a	false	sense	of	security,	because	it	claims	to	have	absolute	truths,	

yet	these	are	unqualified.			

Hector	claims	that	apophatic	anti-metaphysics,	and	similar	postmodern	

approaches,	do	not	alleviate	this	feeling	of	homesickness,	instead	their	approach	

creates	a	distance	that	is	roughly	equivalent.	This	is	because	the	apophatic	

position,	in	reaction	to	the	metaphysic’s	idea	of	correspondence,	tends	to	go	the	

other	extreme	of	positing	that	the	person	is	completely	out	of	touch	with	God	and	

other	objects.	The	problem,	as	Hector	views	it,	is	their	starting	point	which	leads	

them	to	develop	an	inflationary	claim	of	what	it	really	means	to	be	in	touch	with	

reality.			

Apophatic	anti-metaphysicians	establish	their	ground	by	beginning	with	a	

meticulous	reductionism	of	the	kataphatic	position54	and	its	presentation	of	

reality.	Yet,	Hector	points	out,	this	use	of	the	reductionist	approach	is	actually	an	

indication	that	they	are	still	in	the	grip	of	a	metaphysical	framework.	One	cannot	

perform	reductionism	without	accepting	metaphysical	dualisms	(or	opposites:	

below)	and	this	tends	to	keep	them	in	its	grip	(Shakespeare	2009,	19).	This	

seems	to	be	Hector’s	point	here,	which	is	further	supported	by	his	example	of	

Rorty.		

																																																													
54	Andrew	Louth,	The	origin	of	the	Christian	Mystical	Tradition	from	Plato	to	Denys	(New	York:	Oxford	
University	Press,	2007)	“Two	ways	of	speaking	about	God	kataphatic	(positively	predicated)	and	
apophatic	(negatively	predicated).”	Kataphatic	meaning	“to	come	alongside,”	when	applied	to	
language	about	God	meant	“to	bring	God	down	in	such	a	way	so	as	to	be	able	to	speak	of	Him.”	
Patristic	apophatic	tradition	never	claimed	that	“the	kataphatic	way	of	speaking	about	God	was	
idolatrous.”	Their	“apophatic	mode	was	always	subordinated	to	an	affirmation	mode	of	theology,	
which	may	be	indispensible	no	more	than	to	qualify,	albeit	in	a	crucial	manner,	kataphatic	God	talk.”	
There	is	not	much	“evidence	that	the	Patristic	apophatic	theology	is	to	be	critical	of	religious	or	
metaphysical	idols	as	such”.	Sarah	Klitemic-Wear	and	John	M.	Dillon,	Dionysius	the	Areopagite	and	the	
Neo-platonist	Tradition:	Despoiling	the	Hellenes	(Surrey:	Ashgate	Publishing,	2007),	14.	Negative	
theology	functioned	as	a	guardian	against	abuse	of	affirmative	God-talk,	it	especially	found	problems	
when	God-talk	had	the	univocal	(having	only	one	possible	meaning)	application	in	matters	divine”.										
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Rorty	is	adamant	that	“in	order	to	see	oneself	as	answerable	to	one’s	peers,	one	

must	first	see	oneself	as	unanswerable	to	God	and	other	objects”	(Hector	2011,	

40).	By	emphasising	the	need	to	be	answerable	to	one’s	peers,	Rorty	clearly	

believes	that	he	has	rejected	the	“opposite”	kataphatic	correspondentist	picture	

of	“answerability	to	God	and	other	objects”	(Hector	2011,	29)	He	would	believe	

that	he	has	released	himself	from	the	metaphysical	bind	(as	he	views	it).	Rorty	

may	not	even	think	that	a	true	God	actually	exists,	notes	Hector,	but	this	aside,	in	

order	to	be	true	to	his	own	contention;	he	still	needs	to	accept	his	peers’	

consensus	speculations	about	the	idea	of	God.	Ironically,	it	is	only	their	

speculations	of	a	God	that	he	is	not	answerable	to.	His	own	either/or	absolute	

stance	has	trapped	him.	Thus	Hector	concludes,	for	some	of	these	anti-

metaphysicians	to	just	“reject	metaphysics”	do	not	seem	to	“free”	them	from	its	

grip	(Hector	2011,	32).		

Hector,	having	spent	so	much	time	expounding	on	the	apophatic	position,	has	

disclosed	it,	as	an	inflated	position	which	is	reductionist	and	absolutist	in	its	

stance.	Yet	he	exposes	them	with	very	little	effort,	only	enough	to	open	the	door	

to	what	he	clearly	considers	is	a	more	balanced	approach.	He	has	paved	the	way	

for	his	alternative	therapeutic	strategy	for	those	who	feel	a	loss	after	they	have	

decided	to	reject	a	metaphysically	inflated	sense	of	reality.	This	therapy	does	not	

try	to	resolve	any	theoretical	problem	as	such,	but	focuses	on	identifying	the	

presuppositions	that	initially	caused	these	problems.		

Hector	enlists	Wittgenstein’s	originality	to	elucidate	more	of	what	this	

identification	process	involves.	Wittgenstein	notes	that	people	seem	to	take	for	

granted	“a	certain	picture	of	the	essence	of	human	language”	(Hector	2011,	30).	

We	humans	think	that	the	“words	of	language	name	objects	and	that	sentences	

are	the	combinations	of	such	names”	(Hector	2011,	30).	These	words	in	turn	

become	transparent	containers	of	meaning.	Such	words	stand	tall	as	a	marker	for	

the	object.	This	is	the	actual	picture	of	language	that	we	accept	and	take	for	

granted,	words	are	matched	with	meaning	and	it	is	their	“meanings	that	are	the	
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fundamental	reality	of	language	–	we	think	of	language	in	essentialist-

correspondentist	terms”	(Hector	2011,	31).		

However,	this	picture	is	challenged	by	everyday	use,	which	is	the	aspect	that	

Hector	wishes	to	stress	in	Wittgenstein’s	account.	Wittgenstein	elaborates	on	“a	

strange	phenomena,	whereby	the	unambiguous	picture	suddenly	seems	to	be	

muddied.		The	“crystalline	purity”	(Hector	2011,	30)	of	words	according	to	

essentialist-correspondence	picture	is	not	consistent	with	ordinary	language	use,	

but	appears	to	transcend	it.	The	only	way	to	clear	this	apparently	muddy	picture,	

experienced	in	everyday	conversation,	is	to	resist	being	mesmerized	by	the	

crystalline	picture.	When	a	person	resolves	not	to	be	captivated	by	this	picture	

they	will	gradually	be	released	to	accept	“that	there	is	nothing	‘muddy’	about	

ordinary	language”	(Hector	2011,	31).		

Wittgenstein	suggests	that	the	interpreter	should	turn	his/her	whole	view	

around	so	that	they	may	accept	that	language	explains	itself	according	to	

accepted	conventions	in	life.	In	this	respect,	he	contends	that	ordinary	language	

is	actually	not	out	of	touch	with	fundamental	reality,	it	is	the	purity	picture	that	is	

actually	out	of	touch.	It	is	in	the	ordinary	process	of	communicating	that	one’s	

semantic	range	of	a	word	and	its	meanings	is	developed	and	solidified.	We	adopt	

certain	language	categories	according	to	conventions,	a	process	Wittgenstein	

refers	to	as	language	games,	and	in	this	way	the	semantic	range	of	words	is	

developed.		

Hector	proceeds	to	lay	Wittgenstein’s	framework	alongside	the	essentialist-

correspondentist	one	in	order	to	challenge	its	presuppositions.	By	this	

therapeutic	method	he	seeks	to	demonstrate	that	one	can	implement	this	

framework,	with	its	ordinary	practices,	and	use	it	as	an	accurate	paradigm	to	

adjust	the	crystalline	purity	picture/framework.	He	presents	his	therapeutic	

anti-metaphysics	as	an	adequate	approach	to	overcoming	this	homesickness,	

because	he	believes	that	it	may	contribute	to	freeing	people	from	thinking	that	

they	have	lost	anything	by	letting	go	of	the	essentialist-correspondentist	view.	
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Thus	Hector’s	therapeutic	strategy	works	off	the	depreciation	of	the	

metaphysical	view	by	reversing	the	priority	of	what	determines	reality.	It	

prioritises	what	lies	near	to	hand	by	identifying	explanations	according	to	

ordinary	practices	and	experience	of	language	as	opposed	to	that	which	

metaphysics	purports	to	explain.	Metaphysics	purports	to	explain	what	reality	is	

like	and	what	it	means	to	be	in	touch	with	reality.	Hector’s	alternative	strategy	

ventures	to	explain	reality	and	what	it	means	to	be	in	touch	with	it	by	appealing	

to	supposed	non-metaphysical	means.	By	his	counterintuitive	method	he	seeks	

to	demonstrate	that	one	need	not	appeal	to	these	inflated	metaphysical	ideals	

which	can	only	lead	to	over-reactions	such	those	of	the	apophatic	anti-

metaphysicians.	

To	reiterate	an	earlier	point,	Hector	is	referring	to	a	specific	kind	of	metaphysics;	

he	is	not	suggesting	a	wholesale	rejection	of	everything	metaphysical	for	this	

would	necessarily	exclude	belief	and/or	discussions	regarding	God.	On	the	

contrary,	his	concern	for	the	churches’	relationship	to	God	is	clearly	the	driving	

force	of	his	writing	(Long	2013,	95).	His	next	step,	therefore,	is	to	contest	the	

assumption	of	the	apophatic	anti-metaphysicians	that	God	must	stand	at	a	

remove	from	the	realm	of	creaturely	experience.	For	Hector	this	would	make	God	

a	mere	appearance,	at	best.	And	this	understanding	would	result	in	there	being	

“a	gap	between	God	and	God-with-us”	(Hector	2011,	31).		

Hector	challenges	this	black	or	white	approach	which	seems	to	force	one	to	

accept	correspondentism	or	submit	to	these	apophatic	assumptions.	As	further	

explanation,	Hector	presents	Kaufman’s	view.		

	Kaufman’s	picture	of	God,	according	to	Hector,	is	that	He	should	always	stand	at	

a	remove	from	human	encounter.	God	as	the	“ultimate	point	of	reference	for	all	

experience”	(Hector	2011,	32)	should	not	be	conceived	as	being	part	of	ordinary	

encounters.	If	God	is	the	one	who	is	unique	then	God	should	not	be	subjected	to	

any	human	measurement,	according	to	a	claim	to	have	knowledge	or	experience	

of	God.	Therefore	distance	must	be	maintained	between	God	and	all/any	

creaturely	encounters	and	“the	very	idea	of	an	experience	of	God	is	“a	categorical	
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category	mistake”	(Hector	2011,	32).	Kaufman’s	dogmatic	conclusion/statement	

is	that	there	must	be	“an	ontological	and	epistemological	gap”	maintained	

between	“one’s	(putative)	experience	of	God	and	God”	(Hector	2011,	33).		

Hector,	in	response,	typically	seeks	to	mitigate	on	such	an	extreme	position.	

Kaufman’s	position	puts	humans	out	of	touch	with	God’s	fundamental	reality	and	

is	in	need	of	some	therapeutical	input.	Thus,	Hector	claims	that	there	is	a	

“difference	between	claiming	that	God	need	not	be	thought	to	stand	at	a	remove	

from	that	which	is	publicly	experienceable	of	God,	and	claiming	that	God’s	being	

in	God-self	must	correspond	to	one’s	preconceived	ideas”	(Hector	2011,	33).	

Clearly	he	believes	that	we	can	have	an	experience	of	God	without	this	meaning	

that	we	have	somehow	subjected	Him	to	our	preconceptions.	Hector	now	sets	

out	to	establish	how	this	is	valid	by	enlisting	Wittgenstein’s	language	games	and	

Barth’s	suggested	paradigm	for	worship.			

Wittgenstein’s	establishment	of	“language	games”	(Labron	2009,	24)	justifiably	

includes	the	traditional	and	authorised	Christian	language	game.	Hector	uses	this	

justification	as	a	starting	point	to	lay	claim	to	the	“Barthian	strategy”	(Hector	

2011,	34)	of	worship.		He	contends	that	this	is	an	acceptable	paradigm	of	

worship	because	it	falls	within	the	authorised	scope	of	the	ordinary	practices	and	

experience	of	the	traditional	Christian	language	game.	According	to	Barth’s	

understanding,	“God’s	being-in	God-self”	is	the	archetype	of	“God’s	being-with-

us”	and	the	latter	is	the	“repetition	ad	extra	of	God’s	being-in	God-self”	(Hector	

2011,	35).	This	Barthian	strategy	therefore	pictures	“God’s	eternal	being	as	the	

ongoing	activity	of	triune	communion”,	which	understands	“God	as	being	

wholeheartedly	identified	in	these	acts”	to	the	utmost	(Hector	2011,	35).		

The	point	that	Hector	wishes	to	stress	through	this	application	of	what	he	terms	

as	Barthian	strategy	is	that	there	must	be,	in	some	way,	divine	involvement	in	the	

churches’	worship	in	this	ongoing	Trinitarian	activity	of	God’s	being	in	God-self.	

Indeed,	the	gift	of	his	son	is	the	emphatic	demonstration	of	his	commitment	to	us,	

as	Hector	claims:	God	“sacrificed	that	which	is	essential	to	God	in	order	to	be	

with	humanity,	surely	this	should	serve	as	a	powerful	demonstration	of	his	
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wholeheartedness	in	wanting	to	be	ontologically	with	us”	(Hector	2011,	32).		

Therefore,	if	“God’s	being-in	God-self	is	ontologically	fit	for	being-with-us,”	then	

it	should	follow,	thinks	Hector,	that	“God’s	appearance	in	the	realm	of	creaturely	

experience	need	not	be	construed	as	mere	appearance”	(Hector	2011,	32).	

Hector,	however,	is	not	satisfied	to	conclude	the	matter	here.	He	has	established	

some	ground	for	God	being	with	us,	but	Kaufmann’s	assumption	is	all-

encompassing,	the	whole	of	creation	has	somehow	been	rendered	unfit	for	God’s	

presence.	By	countering	this	position	Hector	gives	himself	the	opportunity	to	

bolster	his	argument.	God	made	this	creation,	surely	this	proves	he	has	a	

commitment	to	it,	if	the	one	who	creates	and	governs	the	world	is	the	same	one	

who	is	determined	to	be	God-with-us,	then	it	must	surely	follow	that	creaturely	

reality	shouldn’t	cause	any	hindrance	to	God	being	with	us.	Yet	even	though	God	

may	accept	both	creature	and	creaturely	habitat,	it	does	not	necessarily	follow	

that	He	accepts	creaturely	talk,	on	the	contrary,	it	has	already	been	established	

that	human	conceptual	language	makes	this	“God-with-us	an	idol”	(Hector	2011,	

34).		

The	issue	of	distance	still	remains	if	one	cannot	address	God.	Therefore,	Hector	

must	now	apply	his	healing	powers	to	this	problem	of	our	diseased	language.	The	

dilemma,	as	has	already	been	discussed,	is	the	inescapability	of	human	concepts.	

As	Hector	points	out,	this	healed	language	must	be	a	priori	even	to	distance,	

which	only	exists	according	to	a	human	concept	of	space	and	time.	Surely	such	

concepts	would	be	unsuitable	for	speaking	with	an	incorporeal	and	holy	God,	His	

supernatural	talk	would	be	de-divinized.	Hector	will	now	try	to	answer	this	

dilemma:	“how	God	could	make	use	of	human	language,	and	how	language	could	

be	fit	for	this	use”	(Hector	2011,	37).	Then,	on	the	wave	of	this	discussion,	he	will	

present	his	alternative	therapeutic	strategy.	

Violence	of	concepts	

Hector,	in	his	presentation	of	Marion	and	Caputo,	has	already	conceded	that	

language	does	violence	to	objects.	A	fact	he	now	reaffirms,	at	the	same	time	
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emphasising	that	this	violence	is	due	to	the	application	of	concepts	to	objects	in	a	

totalizing	way.	When	a	concept	is	applied	to	an	object	it	assimilates	that	object	to	

an	antecedently	defined	essence-like	category.	In	the	same	way,	God	is	

objectified	by	predetermined	categories,	such	as	great	and	wise,	and	restricted	to	

those	parameters	that	have	been	established	by	human	understanding.	To	

demonstrate	how	this	happens,	Hector	goes	on	to	discuss	this	conceptualising	

process.				

In	the	process	of	comparing	and	grouping	similar	objects	the	meaning	of	a	

concept	is	developed	which	then	takes	on	an	over-riding	meaning	under	which	

these	objects	are	subjected.	Hector	gives	the	example	of	the	concept	red,	which	

can	be	understood	to	mean	“whatever	that	stop	sign,	this	fire	truck	and	those	

cherries	have	in	common”	(Hector	2011,	49).	Therefore,	these	objects	are	

preselected	according	to	a	similar	trait	and	a	concept	is	subsequently	applied	to	

these	“creaturely	objects”.		

Hector	points	out	two	potentially	negative	aspects	of	concept	use	that	become	

most	apparent	when	applied	to	God.	Firstly,	the	meaning	of	any	concept	becomes	

“fixed	by	its	application	to	such	creaturely	objects”	and	secondly,	“a	concept	

applies	only	to	objects	that	stand	in	a	uniform	series	with	other	such	objects”	

(Hector	2011,	38).	Therefore,	when	God	is	subjected	to	this	concept-determining	

process	God	is	set	alongside	other	creaturely	objects	in	a	series;	it	thereby	“cuts	

him	down	to	their	creaturely	size”	(Hector	2011,	49).	Hector	cites	Barth	who	

insists	that	“God	is	never	and	nowhere	identical	with	that	which	we	name	“God”	

or	with	that	which	we	experience,	or	apprehend,	and	worship	as	God”	(Hector	

2011,	50).	Such	human	meanings	of	concepts	should	not	and	“cannot	mean	the	

‘same’	thing	when	applied	to	God”	(Hector	2011,	50).			

What	surfaces	as	a	problem	of	concept	use,	according	to	Hector,	is	this	sameness	

of	meaning	which	is	established	when	a	concept	is	applied	to	different	objects.	

This	sameness	is	traditionally	referred	to	as	“univocity”.	To	expound	on	this	idea	

of	“univocity”	Hector	calls	on	Kant,	who	sets	up	“a	kind	of	rule”	regarding	such	

conceptual	sameness	(Hector	2011,	53).	Kant	defines	a	concept	as	“something	
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universal	that	can	serve	as	a	rule,	where	a	rule	is	the	representation	of	a	

universal	condition	according	to	which	a	certain	manifold	can	be	posited	in	

uniform	manner”	(Hector	2011,	53).	According	to	Kant’s	definition,	concepts	

serve	to	establish	a	rule	of	sameness	to	bring	about	uniformity	among	objects,	

Hector	provides	examples	to	illustrate.	

One	can	say	this	tomato	sauce	is	red,	that	barn	is	red,	and	these	poppies	are	red,	

then	one	would	be	applying	the	concept	redness	over	and	over	again		in	the	same	

way	so	that	one	might	apply	the	rule	‘x	+	1.	Similarly,	the	concept	God	must	be	

compared	and	measured	univocally	to	a	series	of	other	similar	pre-established	

concepts.	Given	these	illustrations,	the	problem	of	univocity	becomes	obvious.	

Insofar	as	concepts	refer	to	actual	objects	they	do	“violence	to	the	particularity	

and	otherness”	(Hector	2011,	51)	of	these	objects.	That	is,	if	this	is	how	the	use	of	

concepts	normally	works.	But	Hector	challenges	this	understanding	of	concepts,	

which	he	views	as	a	kind	of	“metaphysical	fantasy”	(Hector	2011,	51).	And	his	

proof,	which	he	now	presents,	is	derivative	of	ordinary	language	use.	

The	Normative	Pragmatics	of	Ordinary	Concept	Use	

One	can	be	lulled	into	thinking	that	meanings,	expressed	in	concepts,	have	been	

set	in	advance	by	their	previous	use	and	continued	application.	They	have	been	

used	and	applied	to	objects	and	then	set	over	and	against	other	objects	to	make	

these	fit	into	a	uniform	series.	To	counter	this	normal	view	of	concepts,	as	

somehow	having	a	fixed	meaning,	Hector	provides	an	alternative.	His	is	based	on	

Wittgenstein’s	praxis,	the	semantic	range	of	a	concept	set	on	the	base	of	

pragmatics,	whereby,	in	order	to	determine	norms	one	needs	to	examine	

meanings	of	concepts	“in	relation”	to	those	that	are	already	“implicit	in	our	social	

practices”	(Hector	2011,	52).	What	Hector	sets	out	to	establish	is	that	when	it	

comes	to	decide	on	the	meaning	of	a	concept,	as	applied	to	God,	it	will	have	to	be	

determined	on	a	range	that	is	set	by	“theological	semantics”	(Hector	2011,	58).	

Moreover,	such	meanings	can	only	be	divulged	in	“terms”	that	are	determined	by	

the	“normative	Spirit”	which	are	also	“mediated”	through	these	“same	social	

practices”	of	the	Christian	theological	community	(Hector	2011,	61).		
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Applying	Kant’s	Universal	Rule	

In	order	to	shift	the	view	of	concept	use,	Hector	begins	by	examining	Kant’s	

definition	as	a	framework	for	the	praxis	of	the	traditional	Christian	Church.	

Recalling	Kant,	a	concept	is	“something	universal	that	can	serve	as	a	rule,	where	

a	rule	is	the	representation	of	a	universal	condition	according	to	which	a	certain	

manifold	can	be	posited	in	uniform	manner”	(Hector	2011,	53).	Thus,	in	the	case	

of	church	praxis,	Kant’s	universal	rule	can	be	applied	to	a	manifold	of	one’s	

experiences.	This	paradigmatic	experience	can	then	serve	as	a	rule	to	determine	

all	other	type	experiences	that	is	similar	to	it.	These	other	type	experiences	are	

thereby	ordered	to	be	in	a	harmonic	union	under	their	paradigmatic	one.		

To	expound	on	how	the	rule	is	applied	to	a	set	of	manifold	objects	which	have	

been	set	in	uniformity	to	similar	experiences,	Hector	implements	the	experience	

of	his	writing.	Here	he	beholds	the	manifold	of	objects	which	are	spread	across	

his	desk:	“books,	pens,	and	several	other	items	“all	at	once	–	a	‘manifold”	(Hector	

2011,	58).	These	objects	have	a	familiarity	which	makes	them	comparable	with	

previous	experiences;	his	mind	will	automatically	compare	this	writing	

experience	with	all	of	those	other	similar	ones,	involving	these	objects.	Therefore	

these	objects	will	be	judged	as	giving	a	similar	sense-impression	to	that	of	his	

writing	experience.	The	outcome	is	that	the	writing	experience	is	conceptualized	

and	“thought	of	as	a	rule	by	which	one	can	order	the	manifold	of	one’s	

experiences,	and	judges	certain	aspects	of	that	experience	to	be	relevantly	

similar	to	other	aspects	in	all	those	other	similar	experiences”	(Hector	2011,	59).		

Having	illustrated	Kant’s	fairly	standard	idea	of	a	concept,	as	it	is	worked	out	in	

praxis,	Hector	goes	on	to	adjust	this	so	that	it	is	in	accord	with	his	own	

understanding,	noting	his	departure	in	certain	key	respects.	He	accepts	Kant’s	

claim	that,	in	the	application	of	a	concept,	one	object	is	judged	to	be	similar	to	

another	and	that	this	has	the	appearance	of	a	rule.	Yet,	at	the	same	time,	he	

wants	to	demonstrate	that	the	concept,	understood	as	inherently	metaphysical,	

“need	not	be	understood	as	containers,	as	setting	objects	in	a	uniform	series,	and	

nor	as	having	their	meaning	fixed	in	advance	by	application	to	creaturely	reality”	
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(Hector	2011,	73).	He	now	goes	on	to	demonstrate	this	by	correcting	“somewhat	

drastically,	what	is	usually	understood	by	similarity	and	rule	following”	(Hector	

2011,	53).	

Hector’s	corrective	begins	by	distinguishing	between	behaviour	that	counts	as	

concept	use	from	that	which	does	not.	Infants	make	the	sound	mama	but	this	

does	not	count	strictly	as	conceptual	use.	But	if	they	make	the	same	sound	

“mama”	only	around	their	mothers;	would	this	count	as	concept	use?	While	their	

sounds	may	correlate	with	objects,	this	does	not	necessarily	count	as	using	

concepts.	A	non-concept	user	can	respond	reliably	and	differentially	to	particular	

aspects	of	their	environment:	ice	responds	to	the	presence	of	heat	by	melting,	but	

that	does	not	count	as	applying	the	concept	heat.	Thus,	a	baby	responding	to	its	

mother	with	the	sound	mama	does	not	count	as	conceptual	use.	Since,	conceptual	

use	involves	more	than	making	certain	noises	in	certain	circumstances.	It	is	a	

particular	behaviour	that	should	count	as	conceptual	use,	especially	so,	when	it	is	

recognised	as	intending	to	go	on	in	the	same	way	as	precedent	uses.		

This	behaviour	involves	two	conditional	components.	These	are	the	intentional	

component	and	the	in	the	same	way	component,	respectively.	Just	because	

someone	is	voicing	the	concept	red	this	does	not	necessarily	mean	that	they	are	

using	this	concept.	They	must	not	only	be	voicing	it,	they	must	be	also	

demonstrating	other	certain	behaviour,	and	that	both	of	these	should	match	up	

with	using	the	concept.	Yet,	even	this	is	still	not	sufficient	to	be	counted	as	using	

a	concept.	The	voicing	and	behaviour	must	be	underpinned	by	the	two	other	

conditional	components.	The	concept	user	must	intend	as	going	on	in	the	same	

way	as	others	users,	which	is	just	to	make	one	responsible	for	doing	so.		

Hector,	having	introduced	his	more	correct	way	of	determining	concept	use,	

according	to	praxis,	will	go	on	to	elaborate.	Prior	to	this,	however,	he	addresses	

the	issue	of	two	presuppositions,	which	he	clearly	believes	will	be	a	stumbling	

block	to	accepting	his	new	view.		The	presuppositions	are:	“the	idea	that	such	

sameness	is	determined	by	a	rule	and	it	is	determined	by	the	regularity	implicit	

in	a	series	of	behaviours.”	The	way	this	sameness	is	observed	is	when	it	follows	a	
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series	like	in	“20,002,	20,	004,	20,006,	20,	008	...’	which	would	be	thought	to	go	

on	in	the	same	way	as	‘0,	2,	4,	6	.	.	.’	because	it	would	follow	the	rule	‘x	+	2.”	

(Hector	2011,	57)	Hector	contends,	however,	that	there	are	certain	problems	

with	using	a	rule	to	measure	what	is	going	on	in	the	same	way.	In	order	for	this	

rule	to	be	strictly	applied,	on	a	case	by	case	basis,	one	would	need	another	rule	

for	how	this	rule	should	be	applied,	in	each	case,	and	a	further	rule	for	this	rule	

and	so	on,	which	would	invariably	lead	to	“an	infinite	regress	of	rule	

applications”	(Hector	2011,	59).		

Having	exposed	the	problem	of	a	rule	for	determining	“sameness,	and	therefore	

concept	use,	Hector	now	challenges	the	second	presupposition.	Thus	he	posits	

that	one	could	endeavour	to	overcome	this	problem	by	claiming	that	the	

regularity	expressed	in	a	series	of	numbers	could	be	used	to	measure	whether	

something	is	going	on	in	the	same	way.	Yet,	this	does	not	solve	the	problem.	The	

series	on	its	own	does	not	tell	how	we	are	to	go	on	in	the	same	way.	By	way	of	

example,	we	could	continue	like	so:	“0,	2,	4,	6,	8,	10	...’	or	it	could	just	as	equally	

go	like:	0,	2,	4,	6,	4,	2,	0	...’or	any	other	such	combinations”	(Hector	2011,	57).	

Neither	a	rule,	nor	the	consistency	in	a	series,	provides	a	solution,	Hector	

concludes,	rather,	the	solution	to	this	problem	is	an	“appeal	to	communal	

disposition”	(Hector	2011,	57).		

In	the	case	of	the	number	series,	for	example,	most	of	us	would	carry	on	the	

series	of	“0,	2,	4,	6		...’	with	the	numbers	‘8,	10,	12	...”	but	this	“is	neither	a	rule	nor	

regularity	implicit	in	the	series,	but	by	our	ruling	disposition	to	go	on	in	a	certain	

way”	(Hector	2011,	57).		It	is	this	communal	disposition	rule,	then,	that	

ultimately	determines	what	it	means	to	go	in	the	same	way.	Yet,	this	type	of	

ruling	is	also	underpinned	with	others;	that	is,	this	communal	disposition	

involves	other	pre-determinations.	In	explaining	what	he	means	by	the	necessary	

consideration	of	other	pre-determinations,	Hector	presents	an	analogical	

problem,	that	of	distinguishing	“between	diamonds	and	high	quality	cubic	

zirconia”	(Hector	2011,	58).		
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Given	that	it	is	our	disposition	that	is	supposed	to	arbitrate	between	a	diamond	

and	zirconium;	this	presents	itself	with	another	problem/consideration:	what	

are	the	candidates	that	are	supposed	to	supply	the	determination	of	our	

dispositions?	Hector	supplies	three	such	candidates:	“licensed	gemmologists	in	

the	United	States;	every	person	within	a	100-mile	radius	of	one’s	present	

location;	or	every	competent	speaker	of	English”	(Hector	2011,	59).	Following	

the	analogy,	in	deciding	on	a	candidate	or	arbitrator	for	whose	dispositions	

should	count,	three	communities	were	proposed,	yet	all	these	were	selected	

arbitrarily.	This	highlights	a	further	consideration,	besides	the	“innumerable	

ways	of	specifying	the	community”	(Hector	2011,	59)	to	determine	whose	

dispositions	should	count;	one	must	also	recognise	that	these	selections	have	

already	been	selected	“on	the	basis	of	a	prior	determination	about	what	counts	

as	the	right	disposition”	(Hector	2011,	60).		

Yet	another	problem	arises	when	it	is	assumed	that	the	community,	according	to	

their	disposition,	make	an	incorrect	classification.	Thus	diamonds	and	cubic	

zirconia	are	both	categorized	as	diamonds.	Hector	notes	that,	even	though	this	

can	be	deemed	as	an	obvious	miss-classification,	there	would	be	no	way	of	

recognising	this	when	an	entire	community	is	wrong.	Therefore,	given	these	

problems,	“it	appears	that	the	communal	disposition	view,	like	rule	following	and	

regularity	views,	provides	inadequate	means	as	to	what	should	count	as	going	on	

in	the	same	way”	(Hector	2011,	60).	Yet	the	emphasis	here	should	be	on	Hector’s	

phrase	“it	appears”	(Hector	2011,	60),	since	Hector	is	not	giving	up	on	his	own	

view,	rather,	he	is	anticipating	certain	objections	from	the	reader	and	providing	

an	opportunity	to	answer	these	and	in	this	way,	offer	a	viable	solution.		

Thus	Hector	admits	that	all	these	ways	of	determining	normal	concept	use,	

including	the	communal	disposition	view,	face	the	same	problem.	They	all	have	

attempted	to	derive	normativity	(in	this	case	how	one	should	go	on)	after	having	

already	supposed	un-normed	facts	(what	the	rule	says	or	the	pattern	in	the	

numbers	or	our	dispositions).	Hector’s	contention,	therefore,	is	that	we	cannot	

derive	conclusions	on	what	is	the	normal	from	what	is	presumably	un-normal	set	
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of	data,	this	can	only	be	done	retrospectively,	when	one	knows	what	conclusion	

is	right.	Presumably,	this	means	that	norms	(based	on	data	or	dispositions)	are	

only	norms	in	as	far	as	they	are	recognised	and	affirmed	in	praxis.	This	is	

certainly	supported	by	Hector’s	next	suggestion,	that	the	way	to	a	solution	is	by	

giving	“an	account	according	to	which	norms	are	implicit	in,	and	the	creatures	of,	

everyday	social	practises”	(Hector	2011,	67).	

The	account	on	which	he	now	elaborates	is	the	idea	of	intentional	behaviour	(see	

above).	Having	established	the	problems	in	determining	concept	use,	this	idea	

can	now	be	perceived	as	the	solution.	As	he	expressed	earlier,	we	recognise	

someone	using	concepts	when	we	see	their	behaviour	as	intending	to	go	on	in	

the	same	way	as	a	certain	set	of	precedents	(usually	pertaining	to	how	we	use	a	

concept).	By	enlisting	another	analogy,	Hector	now	sets	out	to	explain	what	

should	count	as	intending	to	go	on	in	the	same	way.	First,	he	depicts	the	situation	

of	him	teaching	his	son	the	concept	of	heat.	He	only	says	the	word	heat	to	his	son	

when	and	only	when	heat	is	sensibly	present.	The	boy	imitates	his	father	by	

saying	the	word	heat	(ideally)	according	to	the	same	conditions.	Secondly,	and	to	

serve	as	a	comparison	to	his	son	using	a	concept,	he	depicts	setting	up	a	lump	of	

ice	to	a	“moisture	sensor	and	a	sound-making	device”	so	that	when	the	ice	melts	

“it	will	emit	the	sound,	heat!”	(Hector	2011,	60).	He	then	poses	a	hypothetical	

question:	“on	what	grounds	would	I	take	it	that	my	son	is	trying	to	use	the	

concept	‘heat,’	and	where	the	ice	lump	is	not?”	(Hector	2011,	60).	The	difference,	

he	contends,	is	that	if	my	son	“were	to	make	judgments”	about	the	“correctness	

of	his	‘heat’	saying,	or	if	such	judgments	were	implicit	in	his	behaviour”	(Hector	

2011,	61)	surely	you	would	think	that	this	would	count	as	being	an	instance	of	

him	using	the	concept	heat.	

In	order	to	make	this	point	clearer,	Hector	continues	his	heat	analogy.	Suppose,	

he	surmises,	that	his	son	comes	across	a	vent	blowing	air	and	“says	heat	but,	as	

he	gets	closer,	his	behaviour	indicates	the	realization	that	it	is	not	at	all	heat”	

(Hector	2011,	61).	He	may	say	explicitly	that	he	“thought	it	was	heat,’	but	it’s	not,	

or	his	face	may	register	surprise”	(Hector	2011,	61).	Surely	this	must	count	as	
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him	using	the	concept	heat.	Therefore,	Hector’s	point	is	that,	the	distinguishing	

fact	to	correctness	and	non-correctness	of	concept	use	must	be	recognised	in	a	

person’s	behaviour.	The	“recognition”	of	a	person’s	“behaviour”	can	serve	as	the	

“normative	assessment”	of	“correct”	conceptual	use	and	that	“by	undertaking	this	

behaviour,	one	must	be	in	some	respect	inviting	such	assessment”	(Hector	2011,	

61).	

Recognition	is	a	key	term	in	Hector’s	overall	theory	and	involved	in	the	use	of	a	

concept	is	an	appreciation	of	this	process	of	recognition.	The	process	is	“to	

recognize	others	and	seek	their	recognition,	to	confer	authority	on	others	and	

seek	authority	for	one-self,	and	to	demarcate	an	‘us’	and	seek	inclusion	in	it”.	

Originating	in	Hegel,	it	is	this	notion	of	recognition	that	is	determinative	of	one’s	

status	as	a	concept	user.	One’s	use	“must	be	recognizable	as	using	the	same	

concept	as	others,	which	is	to	say	that	it	must	go	on	in	the	same	way	as	uses	that	

are	recognised	as	being	precedential”	(Hector	2011,	61).		

In	this	way	certain	conceptual	uses	are	established	as	correct,	and	have	gained	

normative	authority	over	other	usages.	In	acceptance	of	such	usage,	one	intends	

one’s	own	usage	to	be	recognised	as	implicitly	offering	precedence	for	further	

uses.	What	this	effectively	means	is	that,	not	only	does	one	confer	“normative	

authority	upon	certain	precedent	uses”	(Hector	2011,	62),	one	also	confers	

authority	on	one’s	own	use	at	the	same	time.	For	the	one	whom	intends	to	go	

along	with	the	normative	conceptual	use	must	be	seen	as	using	the	concept	

correctly.	And	they	will	be	recognised	as	using	it	by	those	who	are	already	using	

it	correctly.	The	result	is	that	a	concept’s	correctness	is	already	set	in	advance	

and	in	accordance	with	its	precedential	usage.	

Hector	further	establishes	this	idea	of	recognition	by	using	the	illustration	of	

common-law	tradition.	Judges	decide	novel	cases	with	reference	to	prior	cases	

which	have	already	been	judged	upon.	And	their	outcomes	are	taken	to	set	a	

precedent	upon	further	cases	that	share	some	of	the	same	circumstances.	The	

consequence	of	such	practice	went	on	to	set	up	a	common	law	tradition	which	

the	law	community	calls	upon	as	a	kind	of	authority	for	endorsing	all	of	its	
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subsequent	judgments.	A	judge’s	decision	is	also	“recognised	by	other	judges	as	

being	part	of	this	authoritative	tradition”	(Hector	2011,	78).		

In	the	same	way,	when	a	person	uses	a	concept	he	or	she	intends	this	usage	to	be	

recognised,	by	those	whom	they	recognise	as	users	of	the	concept.	They	

accordingly	use	it	within	certain	accepted	precedents.	It	is	this	body	of	usage	that	

is	recognised	as	conferring	authority	on	the	performance	to	which	they	are	

answerable.	Their	conceptual	use,	then,	is	also	implicitly	seeking	the	same	

authority	for	its	use.	In	using	concepts	one	undertakes	to	accept	a	certain	

responsibility	for	its	use.	Thus,	one’s	use	of	a	concept	is	an	implicit	claim	to	

normative	authority	over	other	users.	By	analogy,	if	one	uses	the	concept	sheep	

incorrectly,	for	instance,	by	applying	it	indiscriminately	to	sheep,	cattle,	dogs,	and	

other	farm	animals,	and	if	your	son	learns	the	concept	by	following	your	

example,	then	one	must	surely	bear	some	responsibility	for	his	flawed	usage.	In	

the	same	respect,	one	should	be	committed	to	using	concepts	correctly,	and	

susceptible	to	correction,	as	well	as	being	possibly	obligated	to	justify	their	

usage.		

	A	prerequisite	requirement	to	this	theory	is	that	a	distinction	must	be	made	

between	two	kinds	of	recognition.	There	is	the	recognition	of	performances	(i.e.,	

uses	of	a	concept)	and	that	of	performers	(i.e.,	concept	users).	The	uses	of	a	

concept	are	recognised	as	correct	when	they	go	on	in	the	same	way	as	precedent	

performances	and	if	the	performance	is	recognised,	“…then	it	will	contribute	to	

the	precedential	trajectory,	in	view	of	which,	still	other	performances	can	be	

recognized”	(Hector	2011,	79).	The	concept	users	themselves	are	persons	

recognised	as	competent	in	a	particular	practice	only	if	he	or	she	can	purposely	

and	appropriately	carry	it	on,	and	he	or	she	is	recognizable	as	such	only	if	his	or	

her	judgments	(normative	assessments)	about	what	would	carry	it	on	

themselves	going	on	in	the	same	way	as	those	whose	judgment	(normative	

assessments)	has	been	recognized.		

What	this	means,	then,	is	that	if	a	person	wanting	to	join	a	certain	group	observes	

some	of	its	members	engaging	in	a	particular	practice	and	he	or	she	decides	to	
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learn	how	to	imitate	this	particular	practice,	they	will	submit	their	performances	

and	judgments	to	these	recognised	members,	who	will	in	turn	help	them	perfect	

this	practice.	Once	these	members,	whom	are	competent	with	the	practice,	

recognise	these	incompetent	novices,	as	being	competent,	they	will	recognise	

them	as	being	one	of	them.	Their	practices	will	be	the	same	as	those	fully	fledged	

members.	Now,	their	know-how	comes	to	act	as	the	basis	for	still	others	to	learn	

the	practice	from	them.			

Their	know-how	will	now	also	contribute	to	the	normative	conception	of	

knowing	how	to	engage	in	this	practice,	such	that	his	or	her	judgments	are	

authoritative,	not	only	for	newcomers,	but	also	for	those	from	whom	he	or	she	

learned	the	practice.	This	is	called	the	“reciprocal-recognition	model”	(Hector	

2011,	79).	Hector	claims,	it	is	the	one	that	is	adopted	by	“the	communities	to	

which	philosophers	and	theologians	commonly	appeal.”	(Hector	2011,	79).	

Furthermore,	these	communities	are	an	ongoing	constructed	product	of	our	

normative	attitudes	(dispositions)	rather	than	an	extra-normative	given.	They	

are	established	through	an	ongoing	process	of	mutual	recognition,	and	the	

dispositions	that	count	are	the	judgments	which	the	community	recognises	as	

going	on	in	the	same	way	as	precedent	judgments	that	it	recognises.	It	is	only	the	

accepted	dispositions,	of	the	community’s	fully	fledged	members,	which	are	

given	authority	for	normative	conceptual	use	and	practice.			

Very	Brief	History	

Before	bringing	his	next	element,	that	of	the	normative	Spirit	of	Christ,	Hector	

will	give	a	brief	history	of	the	Christian	tradition’s	authority.	This	history	will	act	

as	a	backdrop	to	his	slightly	nuanced	understanding	of	how	the	Spirit	works	in	

the	church.	He	claims	that	the	“Catholic	model	of	authority”	became	“unable	to	

provide	an	objective	standard	by	which	to	judge	prevailing	teachings	about	

justification	and	the	like”	(Hector	2011,	74).	The	subsequent	Protestant	appeal	to	

authority,	where	the	individual	was	to	judge	for	themselves	whether	a	particular	

teaching	should	be	deemed	as	correct,	also	came	under	fire	from	Catholic	critics,	

because,	at	the	onset	of	issues	surrounding	the	Lord’s	Supper,	different	groups	
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were	unable	to	substantiate	their	interpretative	positions	outside	of	their	own	

interpretive	decisions.	Thus	Catholic	tradition	could	not	be	called	on	“as	a	means	

by	which	to	justify	its	own	claims	about	tradition”	(Hector	2011,	75),	and	nor	

could	Protestantism’s	call	upon	scripture	to	justify	its	own	scriptural	

interpretation.	Both	of	these	positions	failed	to	provide	a	solid	ground	for	belief	

and	action.	And	it	was	due	to	this	failure,	of	tradition	and	of	revelation,	which	

resulted	in	an	authoritative	shift	in	the	epistemic	landscape.	This	change	led	to	

Christendom	being	further	undermined	“with	the	domination	of	scientific	

inquiry”	(Hector	2011,	76).		

It	was	Kant	who	dealt	a	significant	blow	to	“the	question	of	General	Metaphysics,	

and	in	dealing	with	it,	killed	it.	The	very	existence	of	the	God,	who	had	given	so	

many	different	interpretations,	was	shown	by	Kant	to	be	not	even	demonstrable.	

Kant	not	only	showed	that	the	God	of	the	Christians	could	not	be	proved,	but	that	

the	proofs	of	all	Gods,	all	Metaphysics,	were	imperfect,	impossible	–	imprudent”	

(Hector	2011,	81).	However,	in	regard	to	morality,	Kant	allowed	the	“re-

establishment	of	those	principles	which	the	ones	above	imply,	namely:	the	

existence	of	God,	and	the	immortality	of	the	soul.	Although,	Metaphysics	is	not	a	

possible	science,	let	us;	accept	what	we	have	already	been	given	in	this	respect.	

Revealed	religion	is	already	with	us;	it	may	be	needful	for	us	to	have	such	a	

religion;	in	any	case,	it	is	a	comfort:	let	us	tolerate	it”	(Ludovici	1909,	61-62).	Yet,	

Kant	now	had	to	find	a	justification	for	morality	without	to	some	degree	re-

instituting	the	Christian	God	who	stood	behind	it.	He	found	this	task	too	difficult	

and	beyond	his	capacity.		

It	was	left	up	to	Nietzsche	to	deliver	the	final	blow	upon	the	chin	of	Christianity.		

He	undermined	the	Kantian	constructed	divine	Absolute	of	morality	which	Kant	

had	expounded	in	the	Critique	of	Judgment	and	in	Beyond	Good	and	Evil	by	

advocating	a	right	and	wrong	that	was	decided	upon	by	“an	individual’s	personal	

decision”	(Hector	2011,	75).	This	decision	was	underwritten	by	one’s	own	“will	

to	power”	(Netzsche	1908,	56).	Hector’s	conclusion	to	this	very	brief	summary,	
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as	it	pertains	to	the	history	of	authority,	is	that	“one	must	think	for	oneself	about	

one’s	commitments”	(Hector	2011,	75).			

Justification	for	belief	and	action	was	now	based	upon	experience	(empiricism)	

or	reason	(rationalism).	Yet	neither	of	these	could	furnish	an	ultimate	authority	

to	arbitrate	on	the	truth.	Returning	to	Kant,	this	was	the	conclusion	that	he	came	

to;	it	was	a	mistake	to	think	that	what	one	ought	to	infer,	judge,	believe,	or	do,	

can	be	read	directly	off	the	face	of	some	given	that	is,	some	fact	of	the	matter	

conceived	as	strictly	external	to	any	norms	we	apply	to	it.	Even	sense	experience	

is	not	excluded	from	these	human	concepts	because	they	rely	on	them,	concepts	

are	not	borrowed	from	experience,	but	they	supply	appearances	with	their	law	

likeness	and	so	make	experience	possible.	One’s	understanding	is	the	lawgiver	of	

nature.	Whether	we	appeal	to	sense	experience,	Scripture,	the	contents	of	one’s	

own	mind,	or	the	laws	of	nature,	these	cannot	dictate	what	one	ought	to	do	or	

think	apart	from	the	application	of	norms	to	that	fact.		

Therefore,	facts	are	unable	assert	normative	authority	over	one’s	beliefs	and	

actions	because	they	are	unable	to	provide	the	answers	to	why	one	believes	such	

or	such	and	do	such	and	such.	There	exists	no	measure	of	standard	norms	from	

which	to	claim	a	fact	as	being	normative.	Kant	insists	that	our	judgments	are	

actually	involved	from	the	very	beginning.	These	norms	are	already	implicit	in	

our	own	judgments.	We	are	left	stranded	being	ill-equipped	to	judge	our	own	

judgments!	If	Catholicism	and	Protestantism	had	been	unable	to	provide	

authority	for	knowing	and	doing,	and	now	the	“complex	reasonable	being”	(Kant	

1956,	65)	had,	also,	been	unable	to	provide	this	adequate	function,	then;	what	

can	we	appeal	to	in	order	to	accomplish	this	great	feat?			

Hector	now	injects	Schleiermacher’s	proposal	into	his	discussion,	which	turns	on	

the	notion	of	feeling.	An	understanding	of	his	notion	of	feeling	refers	“to	the	

immediate	presence	of	whole,	undivided	existence	(sensible	as	well	as	spiritual),	

the	unity	of	a	person	and	his	or	her	sensible	or	spiritual	world,	where	the	

subject-object	opposition	is	entirely	excluded	as	inapplicable”.	This	notion,	then,	

is	prior	to	knowing	and	doing.	It	is	an	understanding	that	comes	via	the	belief	in	
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a	pre-reflective	harmony	or	at-oneness	between	oneself	and	one’s	environing	

circumstances,	though	it	is	important	to	note	that	this	harmony	includes	a	kind	of	

comportment	to	or	disposition	toward	those	circumstances.	Thus,	this	pre-

instinctive	understanding	of	harmony	will	dictate	all	of	one’s	knowing	and	doing.		

As	well,	it	is	this	pre-instinctive	harmonic	attitude	that	is	a	non-reflective	one.	It,	

therefore,	does	not	involve	a	conscious	deliberation	on	the	part	of	the	reasonable	

being.	Actually,	one	can	conclude	that	one’s	current	circumstances	is	just	simply	

so!	Since,	one	simply	comes	to	these	circumstances	already	being	affected	by,	and	

copes	with,	them	prior	to	and	apart	from	conscious	reflection	and	judgment.	For	

example,	when	one	hears	a	Christmas	Carol	and	are	overcome	with	nostalgia	(or	

revulsion).	The	reason	for	such	a	response	is	that	one	is	already	disposed	in	

advance	to	this	circumstance.	Or	a	better	example,	one	may	hear	a	teacher	say	3	x	

4	and	immediately	the	number	12	springs	to	mind.	Importantly	for	Hector,	in	his	

understanding	Schleiermacher,	this	pre-instinctive	harmonic	attitude	is	evidence	

of	one	being	in	tune	with	oneself	and	one’s	environment.			

Hector	maintains	that	this	will	avoid	the	regress	of	reasons	problem	because	this	

is	a	feeling	that	is	immediate,	therefore,	it	does	not	require	any	moment	of	

reflective	thought	in	order	to	determine	one’s	response.	Hector	sees	this	as	

overcoming	Kant’s	evaluation	of	givenness.	Kant’s	assertion	is	that	“one’s	

attunement	to	circumstances	must	be	mediated	by	the	application	of	concepts”	

(Hector	2011,	82).	What	this	means	is	that	Kant	believes	that	concepts	(universal	

framework)	or	intuitions	(particular	framework)	are	always	given	as	the	

immediate	reference	site	for	any	piecemeal	knowledge.	Yet,	Schleiermacher	

contends,	“that	the	way	he	understands	this	“attunement”	is	that	it	is	“non-

inferential”	and	therefore	“norm-laden”	(Hector	2011,	80).	The	way	he	

considered	it	was	in	“terms	of	the	‘circulation’	and	‘internalization’	of	custom”	

(Hector	2011,	79).	A	theory	that	is	perfectly	conducive	with	Hector’s	own	theory	

or	norms.	
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The	Normative	Spirit		

Working	with	Schleiermacher’s	system,	therefore,	this	process	can	be	

understood	in	the	following	manner.	Normally	a	person	will	respond	to	a	non-

referential	circumstance	(internal	or	external),	yet	this	response	will	invariably	

involve	some	sort	of	gesture	and	a	person’s	expression	of	attunement	will	

already	be	embedded	in	this	gesture.	At	the	same	time,	this	expression	of	

attunement	will	also	have	absorbed	an	imitation	(internalization)	of	other	

(persons)	previously	identified	expressions.	Others	may	then	be	urged	

(immediately)	to	identify	with	this	person.	If	they	deem	that	the	person’s	

expression	is	“how	one	normally	responds”	in	this	certain	situation,	they	will	

subsequently	imitate	that	person’s	response	in	other	similar	circumstances.	Each	

imitator	will	suddenly	become	reliably	disposed	to	respond	with	the	same	

gesture.	Yet,	these	responses	are	non-inferential	in	these	same	or	similar	

circumstances.	It	will	be	an	automatic	expression	of	their	(own)	attunement	to	

these	current	circumstances.		

From	this	intuitive	knowing	of	how	one	should	respond	in	a	certain	circumstance	

there	can	subsequently	circulate	any	number	of	expressers,	and	that	will	be	

picked	up	by	any	number	of	perceivers.	It	will	be	this	process	of	circulation	that	

will	be	the	ultimate	driving	force	behind	what	is	imitated	to	the	imitator,	and	it	

will	go	on	for	an	indefinite	period	resulting	in	“a	multifarious	community”	

(Hector	2011,	84).	Therefore,	if	likened	to	an	engine,	this	process	of	circulation	is	

the	definitive	dynamism	that	transforms	one,	from	a	self-consciousness	to	a	“us”	

consciousness	(and	vice	versa),	and	that	this	transformation	will	be	to	such	an	

extent	that	this	consciousness,	of	the	“we,”	will	become	so	concentrated	that	it	

will	even	come	to	take	over	the	partaker’s	own	“self	consciousness.”	Therefore,	

Hector	insists,	“it	is	the	inner	union	of	kind-consciousness	with	the	personal	self-

consciousness	which	procures	all	recognition	of	others	as	of	similar	essence,	or	

again,	that	it	is	precisely	in	virtue	of	this	ever-renewing	circulation	of	self-

consciousness	that	one	can	come	to	some	determinate	recognition	of	which	

individuals	belong	to	a	community	and	which	do	not”	(Hector	2011,	89).			
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Hector	selects	certain	claims	in	theology	to	demonstrate	how	this	being	attuned	

circulates	through	custom.	To	do	this,	he	presents	theology	as	the	discipline	

“which	systematizes	the	doctrine	prevalent	in	a	Christian	Church	at	any	given	

time,	and	he	understands	such	doctrines,	in	turn,	as	accounts	of	the	Christian	

pious	disposition-states	portrayed	in	speech	–	as	accounts,	that	is,	of	that	which,	

in	the	public	proceedings	of	the	Church	...	can	be	heard	as	a	portrayal	of	its	

common	piety”	(Hector	2011,	92).	Thus,	the	Church’s	teachings	are	identified	as	

an	expression	of	its	current	faithfulness	and	it	is	these	that	serve	as	expressions	

of	authority	and	they	are	also	those	which	it	has	“conferred	upon	the	

community’s	acceptance	of	these	expressions”	(Hector	2011,	98).	It	is	this	

acceptance	which	is	given	by	the	community,	since	it	is	they	that	give	recognition	

of	a	particular	expression	as	being	an	expression	of	its	authorized	piety.	And	for	

it	to	have	gained	such	currency,	“the	expression	must	be	recognized	as	having	

such	currency”	(Hector	2011,	95).			

The	characteristic	of	currency	is	subjected	to	two	requirements.	For	an	

expression	of	the	Church’s	piety	to	be	valid	and	to	circulate	as	such	it	must	be	

seen	by	its	members	as	going	on	in	the	same	way	as	precedents	which	have	

circulated	as	such.	Hector	claims	that	“the	name	of	‘Dogmatics’	cannot	be	granted	

to	a	presentation	composed	of	nothing	but	idiosyncratic	doctrines,	and	that,	

indeed,	even	the	earliest	presentations	of	the	evangelical	faith	could	bear	that	

only	insofar	as	they	linked	up	with	what	went	before	and	had	most	of	their	

system	in	common	with	what	was	ecclesially	given”	(Hector	2011,	95).	

Therefore,	the	community	will	first	recognize	an	expression	as	going	on	in	the	

same	way	by	looking	to	previous	Christian	communities	to	validate	that	such	an	

expression	is	an	expression	of	their	piety.		

This	current	community	is	to	treat	this	previously	validated	expression	as	being	

normative	for	all	subsequent	expressions.	This	expression	of	piety	that	goes	on	in	

the	same	way	will	be	a	link	in	a	chain	going	all	the	way	back	to	the	first	Christian	

community	(apostolic	line	of	signifiers	signified).	It	will	also	be	a	link	to	connect	

future	expressions	of	Christian	piety	as	counting	as	normative	only	if	current	
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communities	finds	it	norms	in	that	doctrine.	A	novel	expression	will	be	assessed	

by	the	current	community’s	recognized	expressions	that	have	been	attuned	to	

prior	expressions	and	if	they	go	on	in	the	same	way,	only	then,	“will	it	contribute	

to	the	norm	according	to	which	still	other	expressions	might	be	recognised”	

(Hector	2011,	97).	Thus	Hector	concludes,	that	these	“norms	are	implicit	in	

attunement,	and	this	attunement	is	an	internalization	(imitation)	of	that	which	

circulates	in	custom,	and	this	circulation	is	explained	in	terms	of	an	ongoing	

process	of	recognition”	(Hector	2011,	101).		

Hector	brings	the	Spirit	of	Christ	into	this	normative	circulation.	Christian	

tradition	insists	that	the	Holy	Spirit,	among	other	things,	indwells	one,	writes	

God’s	law	on	one’s	heart,	transform’s	one	into	God’s	child,	bears	witness	to	

Christ,	and	leads	one	into	all	truth.	Hector	points	out	that	Schleiermacher’s	

pneumatological	pragmatics	is	his	belief	in	the	Holy	Spirit	and	his	subsequent	

search	to	understand	how	the	Holy	Spirit	works.	He	first	explains	that	the	Holy	

Spirit	is	the	Spirit	of	Christ.	The	believer	who	is	indwelt	by	the	Spirit	of	Christ	is	

enabled	to	go	in	the	same	way	as	Christ.	The	content	of	Christ’s	way	of	going	on	

means	that	Christ’s	norms	are	carried	on,	and	that	these	are	carried	through	by	a	

mode	of	mutual	recognition.	This	is	his	explanation	of	“how	the	supernatural	

Spirit	could	enter	into	the	natural	circulation	of	norms”	(Hector	2011,	97).		

To	explain	how	this	process	of	mutual	circulation	of	norms	works,	with	regard	to	

Christ	and	the	believer,	Hector	focuses	on	a	believer’s	transformation	into	God’s	

child.	Christ	was	accepted	as	the	only	begotten	child	of	God,	so	this	should	also	be	

a	norm	with	regard	to	the	believer.	A	believer	must	be	conformed	

(metamorphosis)	into	the	image	of	Christ.	It	is,	further,	confirmed	by	a	long	line	

of	theologians	that,	insofar	as	this	conformation	is	concerned,	it	is	one’s	

covenantal	faithfulness	that	has	to	become	one’s	own.	Christ’s	sonship	

demonstrated	a	wholehearted	devotion	to	God’s	will	and	one	becomes	God’s	

child	by	repeating	this	devotion	as	one’s	own.	Thus	one’s	devotion	must	not	be	a	

sheer	imitation	or	doing	what	one	is	told,	but	for	Christ’s	devotion	to	count	as	

one’s	own	conformity,	one	must	be	able	to	perform	them	on	one’s	own.	This	
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change	happens	internally,	as	the	word	metamorphosis	(conformed)	indicates,	

and	so,	for	such	actions	to	count	as	one’s	own,	one	must	be	able	to	produce	these	

acts	spontaneously	inspired	from	the	inside	to	their	demonstration	in	one’s	outer	

acts.	Thus,	to	be	performances	that	count,	as	conforming	to	Christ,	one	must	

make	a	judgment.	Unfortunately	this	judgment	poses	another	problem.	What	will	

it	mean	for	one’s	measurement	to	coincide	with	what	being	conformed	to	Christ’s	

measurement	entails,	in	other	words	who	or	what	is	going	to	decide	on	Christ’s	

measurement.	Since	if	we	return,	briefly,	to	the	time	of	the	disciples	it	was	Christ	

himself	who	determined	which	acts	were	conformed	to	his	norms.	Yet,	if	Christ	is	

the	only	one	who	can	determine	which	are	the	acts	that	conform	to	his	norms,	

and	which	are	not,	then,	Hector’s	entire	system	falls	down.	Since	it	is	clear	that	

Christ	is	unable	to	speak	or	judge.	Hector’s	next	task	will	be	to	overcome	this	

dilemma.			

It	seems,	then,	that	it	was	only	his	original	disciples	that	had	the	privilege	of	

having	their	acts	recognised	and	arbitrated	by	Christ	himself.	Yet,	according	to	

Hector’s	scheme,	the	acts	of	the	disciples	were	still	only	their	own	actual	acts.	

This	still	required	them	to	judge	for	themselves	whether	they	were	following	

Christ,	that	is,	besides	those	actual	acts	that	were	judged	by	him.	But	Hector’s	

point	here	is	that	“the	critical	moment	in	their	transformation	only	occurred	

when	Christ	recognised	certain	of	their	performances	as	following	him,	but	also	

recognized	them	as	fellow	recognisers,	that	is,	as	themselves	competent	judges	of	

what	counts	as	such”	(Hector	2011,	99).	Jesus	showed	them	that	there	were	

appropriate	responses	required	in	certain	situations.	They	learned	these	as	they	

lived	with	him.	Yet,	there	came	a	point	when	he	recognised	them	as	being	

capable	of	replicating	his	performances.	And	it	was	at	that	point	when	his	

performances	became	their	own	actual	performances.	The	point	when	he	trusted	

them	to	themselves.	It	was	his	acknowledgment	that	they	were	now	capable	to	

carry	forward	his	legacy	of	performances.	And	it	was	now	up	to	them	to	pass	

these	performances,	which	embedded	their	teacher’s	teachings	and	acts,	forward	

to	others	who	would	repeat	the	same	process	as	they	had	followed.	Yet,	this	did	

not	require	each	disciple	to	live	with	their	teacher,	since	this	requirement	was	
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only	due	to	a	tradition	of	that	time.	This	did,	however,	lay	down	a	foundational	

performance	platform	upon	which	all	subsequent	performances	were	to	follow	

in	the	same	way.	This	resulted	in	a	Christian	multifarious	community	of	

attunement.	Each	disciple’s	gestures,	words,	actions,	and	recognition-laden	

responses	were	reliably	disposed	to	recognise	each	other	and	be	recognised	by	

each	other.		

The	Spirit’s	work	of	transforming	one	into	God’s	child	happens	via	a	chain	of	

recognition.	It	is	a	recognition	chain	that	stretches	back	to	Christ	himself.	The	

Spirit’s	work	is	collapsed	into	this	chain	of	recognition,	since	what	is	carried	

forward	is	the	normative	Spirit	of	Christ.	After	all	it	was	from	this	original	chain	

of	recognition,	that	is,	from	Christ	himself,	which	authorized	the	original	

disciples.	Christ	recognised	these	disciples	as	being	his	followers.	He	authorised	

them	to	recognise	future	disciples	who	followed	after	their	authoritative	and,	

subsequent,	normative	practice.	It	was	these	that	were	authorised	to	carry	

forward	the	original	recognition	chain,	or	normative	Spirit	of	Christ,	still	further	

into	the	future	and	to	eternity.	Each	successive	epoch	of	disciples	were	

conformed	to	Christ’s	normative	performances	and	therefore	into	a	child	of	God.	

It	is	the	manner	in	which	the	Spirit	of	Christ	transforms	a	follower	into	a	child	of	

God,	guides	each	disciple	into	all	the	truth,	and	writes	God’s	law	upon	their	

hearts.	Hector	concludes	his	account	with	this	statement:	“that	neither	Scripture	

nor	tradition	has	offered	any	canonical	explanation	of	how	the	Spirit	does	these	

things,	it	follows	then	that	there	is	no	reason,	in	principle,	not	to	think	of	the	

Spirit	as	accomplishing	that	which	is	ascribed	to	it	by	circulation	through	a	

process	of	inter-subjective	recognition	in	which	one	links	up	with	(and	carries	

on)	a	chain	of	recognition	that	stretches	back	to	Christ’s	own	recognition	of	the	

disciples”	(Hector	2011,	91).		

Conceptual	Use	

According	to	Hector’s	system	concepts	must	be	standardised	by	Christ.	And	more	

sharply,	these	concepts	must	thus	be	faithful	to	God’s	revelation	in	Christ,	and	

they	are	to	count,	as	such,	only	when	they	go	on	in	the	same	way	as	precedential	
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uses	stretching	back	to	Christ	himself.	Jesus	recognised	certain	claims	about	God	

as	being	correct.	He	also	recognised	certain	persons	as	being	competent	judges	of	

assenting	to	such	claims	as	being	correct.	These	judges	also	recognised	

subsequent	persons	as	doing	the	same.	Hector	asserts	that	Christ	set	down	an	

apostolic,	“with	a	small	‘a”	(Hector	2011,	89),	chain	of	succession	and	that	this	is	

the	manner	which	he	carried	on	his	authorisation.	Thus	it	is	also	the	way	that	

theological	conceptual	use	could	be	authorised	by	him.	It	is,	again,	the	Spirit	of	

Christ	that	supplies	the	norm	according	to	which	theological	concept	use	is	to	

submit.	It	is	this	successive	chain	that	is	the	Christ	carrier	of	what	counts	as	

normative	theological	concept	use.		

Theologically	correct	conceptual	usage	should	not	be	thought	of	as	being	fixed	in	

advance	or	of	being	predictable.	In	Hector’s	understanding	one’s	use	of	

theological	concepts	is	to	intend	one’s	usage	to	be	recognisable	as	using	it,	and	

one	intends	this	by	trying	to	carry	on	the	normative	trajectory	of	uses	that	one	

recognises	as	correct.	If	one’s	use	is	recognised	as	correct,	this	will	add	to	the	

current	trajectory.	Its	use	will	influence	subsequent	uses	as	going	on	in	the	same	

way.	This	understanding	will	result	in	a	theological	concept	being	open	to	

change.	When	a	new	use	is	recognised	as	correctly	carrying	on	its	usage,	i.e.,	in	

the	same	way,	it	is	then	incorporated	into	this	stream	of	current	uses.	What	this	

means	is	that	theological	concepts	are	always	being	continually	reconstituted.			

Hector	claims,	further,	that	“it	makes	no	sense,	then,	to	talk	about	the	meaning	of	

a	concept	being	fixed	by	its	application	to	creaturely	reality,	since	it	makes	little	

sense	to	talk	about	the	meaning	of	a	concept,	nor	about	such	a	meaning	ever	

being	fixed”	(Hector	2011,	100).	It	also	makes	little	sense	to	talk	about	concepts	

as	containers	since	we	have	done	without	characteristics	necessary	to	thinking	

that	they	could	contain	something:	either,	that	concepts	are	literally	thing-like	

containers,	or	that	every	possible	extension	of	a	concept	is	contained	in	it	in	

advance.	Most	importantly,	though,	concepts	are	not	necessarily	metaphysical	(in	

the	sense	that	one’s	use	of	them	corresponds	to	an	essence	like	idea	or	

predetermined	category),	then,	and	it	is	at	least	possible	that	they	could	be	



141	
	

applied	to	God	without	thereby	“cutting	God	down	to	creaturely	size”	(Hector	

2011,	101).	The	meaning	of	a	concept	is	carried	forward	by	the	normative	Spirit	

of	Christ	that	stretches	back	to	Christ’s	own	use	of	a	theological	concept	

Dissemination		

Therefore,	given	Hector’s	perspective,	for	any	specific	theological	conceptual	use	

to	be	accepted	as	correct	it	must	be	recognised	as	carrying	on	a	series	of	

precedential	usages.	Hector	first	proposed	that	one	must	accept	that	“concepts	

are	generally	understood	as	a	class	of	norms”	(Wittgenstein	and	Kant).	Yet	for	

them	to	be	specifically	Christian	and	theological	they	must	also	be	conformable	

to	uses	that	Christ	recognised	(Schleiermacher)	as	such,	which	obviously	means	

that	they	must	not	be	external	to	the	revelation	of	God	(the	Bible).	Second,	one	

must	learn	how	to	use	specific	theological	concepts	normatively,	by	submitting	

one’s	performances	to	Christ’s	authorised	successive	chain	of	performers	and	

performances,	and	accepting	that	these	current	normative	theological	concepts	

are	all	the	time	being	used	by	these	performers	as	well	as	always	encompassed	in	

their	performances	(Wittgenstein,	Schleiermacher,	and	Kant	as	apostolic	

succession).	And	thirdly,	following	the	Christian	tradition	(Barth),	one	must	see	

that	any	correct	theological	conceptual	usage	is	the	work	of	the	Triune	God.	

Admittedly,	reading	through	Hector’s	narrative55	framed	around	the	Protestant	

traditional	narrative	(Caputo,	Philosophy	and	Theology	(Horizons	in	Theology)	

2006,	48-49)	is	a	bit	more	challenging	than	reading	Marion,	because	at	some	

points	it	is	acutely	polemical.	No	doubt	this	is	the	point,	since	drawing	out	these	

other	strong	positions	gives	Hector	the	opportunity	to	mediate	on	the	dilemma	of	

violence	in	language.		

Hector’s	concern	about	the	violence	of	language	might	be	illustrated	by	the	

concern	of	the	eco-theologians,	that	mankind	has	done	violence	against	nature	

and	that	nature	does	not	have	a	voice	to	defend	her-self	(Migliore	2004,	111).	At	

the	same	time,	this	can	also	trigger	the	thought	that	God,	like	nature,	does	not	

																																																													
55	See	Introduction:	postmodern	thought.	
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have	a	voice,	or	at	least	no	voice	that	we	can	clearly	discern.	Even	if	the	biblical	

revelation	could	be	viewed	as	God’s	voice,	in	whole	or	part,	there	is	no	clear	

understanding	of	it;	“perspicuity”	was	the	thwarted	ideal	of	the	reformation	

(Caputo,	Philosophy	and	Theology	(Horizons	in	Theology)	2006,	34).	Therefore,	

God	can	neither	confirm	nor	refute	our	human	utterances,	as	the	postmodern	

view	contend,	there	is	no	God’s	eye	point	of	view.	

Hector	and	Marion	have	found	their	own	solutions	to	this	problem.	Marion	in	

more	concrete	terms	believes	that	the	bishop	during	the	Eucharist	affirms	what	

is	the	true	word/voice	of	God,	yet	Caputo’s	criticism,	as	cited	by	Hector,	

challenges	this	belief.	At	the	same	time,	Hector’s	ideal	of	the	Spirit	of	recognition	

could	be	viewed	as	an	affirmation	of	certain	Protestant	expressions	of	God,	albeit	

a	more	subtle	affirmation	than	Marion’s.	The	point	is	that	Hector	and	Marion	are	

simply	presenting	a	narrative	according	to	their	own	particular	perspectives,	

with	predictably	contrasting	outcomes	of	the	way	that	God	or	humanity	should	

communicate.			

Yet	both	Marion	and	Hector	have	accepted	the	hermeneutic	traditions	

understanding	of	how	language	works.	This	could	be	categorised	as	the	idealist	

view	of	language	since	it	assumes	“that	objects	must	conform	to	our	knowledge”	

(Westphal	2001,	90).	The	inner	word	is	already	presupposed	and	is	expressed	in	

external	words.	This	invariably	means	that	something	is	lost	in	the	transfer	from	

inner	word	to	external	words.	This	accounts	for	Marion’s	and	Hector’s	concerns	

about	the	starting	point	of	language.	But	what	if	this	starting	point	is	destabilized	

by	another	discourse	that	sees	language	differently?	This	alternative	idea	of	

language	is	assumed	in	the	realist	idea,	where	it	is	assumed	that	“all	our	

knowledge	must	conform	to	objects”	(Westphal	2001,	90).		

As	noted	in	chapter	1,	early	structuralism	led	to	an	assumption	that	language	

(external	words)	is	the	mechanism	that	produces	mental	concepts	(inner	words),	

and	that	concepts	in	turn	determine	the	way	we	perceive	the	external	world.	If	it	

is	language	that	predetermines	all	the	possibilities	of	mental	life,	then	it	must	

follow	that	it	also	determines	the	sort	of	human	being	an	individual	is	to	be.	One	
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would	think	that	language	must	construct	and	develop	its	own	structural	

scaffolds	within	the	human	mind,	as	well	as	all	its	associated	meanings,	and	it	is	

these	that	direct,	store,	and	categorize	all	worldly	phenomena.	Hence	the	saying,	

“language	was	not	made	for	man	but	man	for	language”	(Labron	2009,	278).	

If	language	is	understood	this	way,	as	that	which	produces	knowledge,	then	

adoption	of	Westphal’s	example	will	destabilize	both	Hector’s	and	Marion’s	

proposals	at	the	same	time.	Westphal	likens	the	mind	to	a	TV	set.	He	poses	a	

hypothetical	question	to	initiate	a	discussion	with	his	students:	how	is	it	possible	

for	me	to	know	that	the	news	announcer’s	tie	will	be	various	shades	of	gray	

before	I	have	even	turned	on	the	TV	set?	He	answers	that	he	is	able	to	know	

beforehand	because	he	will	be	watching	the	news	announcer	on	a	black	and	

white	TV	set.	In	the	same	way,	he	likens	our	minds	to	a	“kind	of	receiving	

apparatus	whose	spontaneity	permits	things,	regardless	of	what	they	are	actually	

like,	to	appear	only	in	certain	ways”	(Westphal	2001,	91).	This	apparatus	fixes	

some	features	–	such	as	the	tie’s	color	–	but	not	others,	“such	as	whether	it	is	

polka	dot	or	striped”.	It	supplies	the	“forms	of	intuition”	and	the	“categories	of	

understanding”	and	therefore	supplies	the	“basic	structure	of	things	in	the	world	

to	the	noetic	activity	of	our	minds”	(Westphal	2001,	91).	Westphal	poses	another	

question,	following	this	one,	of	whether	the	existence	of	a	thing	is	owed	to	this	

noetic	activity.	There	is,	he	observes,	“a	red	and	blue	tie	that	is	in	the	TV	studio”	

(Westphal	2001,	91),	but	I	cannot	see	it	due	to	my	black	and	white	receiving	

apparatus.	He	further	states,	though,	there	are	not	two	ties	but	only	one	–	yet	

“there	are	two	ways	of	seeing	that	same	tie”	(Westphal	2001,	91).	In	the	studio	I	

see	it	as	it	“truly	is”,	but	when	I	see	it	at	home	I	see	it	“as	systematically	distorted	

by	a	receiving	apparatus	that	simultaneously	makes	it	possible	for	me	to	see	the	

tie	at	all	(since	I	am	not	in	the	studio)	and	makes	it	impossible	for	me	to	see	it	as	

it	truly	is”	(Westphal	2001,	91).	

For	Westphal,	to	be	in	the	studio	means	“quite	simply	to	be	God”,	and	this	would	

mean	that	the	red	and	blue	tie	can	only	be	apprehended	by	God	(Westphal	2001,	

93).	The	point	of	the	analogy	is	to	distinguish	between	appearances	and	the	
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things	in	themselves,	and,	more	specifically,	to	distinguish	between	human	and	

divine	knowledge,	between	the	way	the	world	may	appear	to	God’s	infinite	and	

eternal	mind,	and	the	way	it	appears	to	our	finite	and	temporal	minds.	This	

distinction	would	seem	to	him	to	be	“essential	to	any	kind	of	Christian	theism”	

(Westphal	2001,	94).	Our	human	cognition,	even	when	working	properly,	is	

essentially	different	in	certain	important	ways	from	God’s,	“since	God’s	is	the	

standard	of	truth,	reality,	and	hence,	objectivity”	(Westphal	2001,	94).	Human	

understanding	is	subjective.	Yet	there	is	a	certain	objectivity	that	can	be	

conferred	on	human	knowledge.	Compared	with	God’s	objectivity,	it	is	subjective,	

but	seen	from	the	empirical	realm	it	is	objective.	There	are	“two	kinds	of	truth	

that	cannot	be	dissolved	into	subjective	skepticism:	the	Truth	represented	by	the	

knowledge	of	God,	and	the	truth	represented	by	the	human	mind,	properly	

functioning”	(Westphal	2001,	95).	What	we	know	about	the	“nature	of	divine	

knowledge	is	somewhat	overwhelmingly	exceeded	by	what	we	don’t	know”	

(Westphal	2001,	97).	

This	understanding	can	now	be	applied	to	Marion’s	and	Hector’s	concerns	about	

idolatry.	There	is	no	way	for	us	to	know	what	God	thinks	about	our	language	in	

regards	to	God,	since	only	he	knows	the	absolute	Truth	about	the	matter.	He	is	in	

The	Studio,	we	are	not.	Even	if	we	accept	the	view	of	biblical	revelation,	the	

critique	of	metaphysics,	or	the	Christian	mystical	tradition’s,	these	cannot	claim	

The	Studio	View	on	the	matter.	And	given	our	hermeneutic	of	finitude	and	our	

hermeneutic	of	sinfulness	(Rom	1:18),	our	interpretations	can	only	be	taken	

from	our	black	and	white	TV	receivers.	This	does	not	mean	that	there	is	no	Truth	

on	the	matter,	though;	it	is	just	that	we	are	not	capable	of	determining	it.	Even	if	

God	was	in	time,	there	might	well	be	a	significant	difference	between	divine	and	

human	temporality,	since	as	Westphal	puts	it,	“the	distinction	between	the	world	

for	God	and	the	world	for	us	remains	a	necessary	for	the	theist”	(Westphal	2001,	

98).	There	is	“Truth	for	God	and	there	is	truth	for	us”	(Westphal	2001,	94),	and	

these	truths	are	in	no	way	univocal.	They	are	different.	All	that	can	be	said	is	that	

perhaps	Marion	and	Hector	are	right	–	but	we	will	never	know	in	any	absolute	

sense	whether	that	is	the	case.	
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Hector’s	understanding	of	the	Spirit	of	recognition	might	be	illustrated	by	the	

way	a	micro	processor	works	in	some	of	the	later	model	cars,	especially	in	

connection	with	governing	the	stresses	put	on	the	engine	by	driver	ignorance.	

This	technology	is	ironically	named	by	computer	buffs	as	fuzzy	logic.	It	is	ironic	

due	to	its	base	principle	being	inherited	from	the	founding	philosophical	

principle	of	the	more	modern	thinker.	This	approach	is	grounded	in	the	belief	

that	truth	value	is	based	on	degrees	rather	than	on	the	usual	absolutist	true	or	

false	standard.	This	works	itself	out	in	computing,	at	least,	by	giving	value	to	any	

decimal	number	between	0	and	1,	whereas	the	Boolean	logic	only	attributes	

truth	value	to	the	numbers	0	and	1.	

As	it	pertains	to	car	designers,	drivers	vary	in	their	degrees	of	style,	and	

designers	of	these	more	modern	cars	have	given	consideration	for	such	

differences.	Such	technology	has	been	devised	by	many	years	of	research,	by	

computer	experts,	and	has	been	taken	up	by	car	designers.	Its	utility	has	

enhanced	the	duration	of	car	engines	by	eliminating	unnecessary	wear	and	tear	

caused	by	various	and	diverse	driving	styles.	In	reality,	the	contrast	of	driving	

style	between	say	that	of	an	older	female	and	that	of	a	young	male	P	plater	

certainly	needs	no	further	explanation,	yet	it	is	this	micro	processer	that	has	

allowed	for	both	extreme	driving	styles,	as	well	as	all	those	in	between.	To	

govern	fuel	utilization	to	the	engine’s	injectors	is	just	one	of	its	many	benefits.	

What	it	does	is	to	automatically	analyse	a	driver’s	idiosyncratic	driving	style	

through	sensors	connected	to	a	vast	array	of	its	moving	parts.	It	picks	up	these	

signals	which	it	in	turn	immediately	analyses	and	subsequently	re-calibrates	its	

moving	parts	to	synchronize	with	the	concerned	driver’s	style.	After	an	

accumulation	of	data,	over	time,	it	will	automatically	recognise	a	regular	driver’s	

style	and	robotically	implement	the	necessary	engine	efficiency	controls	to	suit	

this	style.	It	is	only	when	a	driver	drive’s	someone	else’s	car,	one	that	is	without	

such	technology,	that	they	might	become	aware	of	their	inefficient	and	

inadequate	control.	Yet	most	drivers	are	unaware	of	this	protection	initiative,	or	

how	it	works,	their	only	concern	is	whether	the	car	moves	when	prompted.				
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At	bottom,	Hector’s	project	is	an	attempt	to	overcome	the	potential	of	language	

to	incite	violence,	and	is	seated	in	an	invisible	regulator,	much	like	the	micro	

processor	regulating	the	more	modern	cars.	In	the	way	that	car	designers	

implemented	the	micro	processor	to	protect	the	engine’s	moving	parts,	by	

regulating	and	calibrating	them	to	coincide	with	each	driver’s	style,	Hector	has	

implemented	the	idea	of	the	Holy	Spirit	in	order	to	work	mysteriously	by	

regulating	the	performances	of	Christ’s	disciples	so	as	to	protect	his	(Christ’s)	

originating	chain	of	performance,	as	well	as	to	guard	over	his	divine	concepts.	

However,	instead	of	leaving	Christ	to	determine	this	protection,	Hector	has	

punched	in	his	own	quasi-Protestant	blueprint	(Long	2013,	95),	so	as	to	

determine	this	originary	chain.	Yet	he	offers	“very	little	material	(i.e.	dogmatic)	

description	of	the	contents	of	theology”	(Vanhoozer	2013,	107),	but	contends	

that	whatever	current	Protestant	groups56	may	consider,	as	going	on	in	the	same	

way	as	a	previous	group/s,	this,	ultimately,	is	that	which	will	determine	a	blue	

print	for	praxis	(Vanhoozer	2013,	108).	According	to	Hector,	then,	it	is	the	

Protestant	blueprint	that	becomes	the	Holy	Spirit	and	not	any	personal	living	

identity	(D.	B.	Wallace	2000,	174).	Actually,	Hector’s	Holy	Spirit	does	not	even	

dwell	in	a	believer,	and	nor	is	he	a	personal	entity	of	the	Triune	God	(Acts	5:3-5)	

who	joins	with	a	human	spirit	in	conforming	them	(Rom	8:16)	internally	(Rom	

8:11)	to	Christ’s	image	(Rom.	8:	29),	but	Hector’s	Spirit	is	an	impersonal	entity,	

one	which	is	embedded	in	external	performances	therefore	making	this	Spirit	

equivalent	to	these	performances.	His	understanding	of	sanctification	or	

transformation	is	not	usually	how	traditional	Protestant	churches	understand	

the	Holy	Spirit’s	presence,	or	his	work	in	such	a	transformation	(Migliore	2004,	

223-246;	McGrath	2011,	289-291;	Humbert	1961,	109-125,	269-301;	Schreiner	

2001,	219-251;	Tillich	1965,	240-252).	

Hector	insists	that	it	is	the	community	which	provides	the	means	as	well	as	

determining	the	progress	of	this	transformation	(Rom	12-15;	Eph	4-6),	yet	this	is	
																																																													
56	Stephen	Long,	“Opposing	or	Ignoring	Metaphysics?	Reflections	on	Kevin	Hector’s	Theology	without	
Metaphysics”	Journal	of	Analytic	Theology,	Vol.	1,	No.	1,	May	2013,	95.”	The	audience	is	primarily	the	
anti	or	post-metaphysical	proponents	of	a	de-Hellenized	Christianity	who	tend	to	be	Reformed,	
evangelical	or	liberal	Protestant”.		
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not	the	only	biblical	interpretation	this	narrative	can	depict.	One	such	

interpretation	of	the	biblical	account	attributes	every	believer	with	a	master,	

who	is	Christ	(Rom	7:	4),	and	that	it	is	he	who	has	ultimately	provided	the	means	

(Gal	3:	1-2),	as	well	as	determining	the	eventual	outcome	of	this	transformation	

(Gal	3:	3-5).	It	also	depicts	that	a	believer	is	never	made	aware	of	this	eventual	

transformation	until	the	day	of	salvation	(1Th	4:	13-18)	or	the	Lord	(Schreiner	

2001,	219);	such	is	also	implied	by	the	selection	of	the	word	metamorphosis	

(transformation).	It	is	a	divine	passive	(D.	Wallace	2010,	34)	i.e.	let	your-selves	

be	transformed	(Rom	12:2),	and	is	derived	from	an	understanding	that	describes	

the	process	a	caterpillar	goes	through	in	becoming	a	butterfly	(Humbert	1961,	

285).		

This	process	parallels	a	person’s	transformation	from	a	perspective	–	of	the	

physical	–	to	one	which	is	no	longer	seen	(only)	from	the	physical,	but	one	that	is	

seen	through	the	lens	of	the	afterlife	(Humbert	1961,	269).	The	caterpillar	is	only	

aware	of	its	life	from	the	perspective	of	being	a	caterpillar	yet	it	builds	a	cocoon.	

This	can	be	ascribed	to	a	person,	who	is	without	knowledge	of	Christ,	yet	they	

are	converted	by	reading	and	studying	the	scriptures	(renewing	their	mind),	this	

is	their	metaphorical	cocoon	(Humbert	1961,	270).	The	Holy	Spirit,	whom	they	

received	through	their	physical	act	of	baptism	(Acts	2:38),	is	the	one	who	secures	

their	salvation	through	his	work	of	transformation.	They	are	passive	in	this	

transformation	(Rom.8:	8-11).	Their	only	part	is	to	renew	their	minds	with	the	

scriptures	(Rom.12:2).	All	of	their	other	performances,	before	the	baptismal	act	

are	valueless	(Humbert	1961,	198)	before	God,	and	all	of	their	performances	

after	this	act	are	unable	to	secure	their	salvation	either	(Rom	4:	2),	these	are	

ineffectual	for	this	purpose.	The	performance	of	another	is	that	which	had	

secured	their	justification	(Humbert	1961,	135),	and	it	is	the	performance	of	

another	which	had	secured	their	transformation	(Humbert	1961,	288).	

Therefore,	this	narrative	has	very	little	for	them	to	do,	since	God’s	justification	is	

upon	Jesus’	performance	alone,	and	their	only	task	to	appropriate	this	

justification	is	to	be	baptised.	And,	their	only	task	in	sanctification	is	to	renew	



148	
	

their	minds	with	the	scriptures.	So	justification	belongs	to	Jesus,	and	

sanctification	to	the	Spirit	of	Christ.	Transfer	of	believers	into	the	next	life	is	

entirely	up	to	their	master,	again	Jesus	(Humbert	1961,	89).			

Yet	for	those	who	desire	to	do	acts	of	piety,	Hector’s	narrative	can	certainly	offer	

them	some	life	affirming	possibilities.	His	process	of	salvation	and	

transformation	can	be	ideally	thought	of	as	positive	ways	to	enhance	one’s	

fellowship	and	community	spirit.	Yet	it	is	unfortunate	that	his	narrative	lacks	any	

content;	he	doesn’t	give	the	reader	any	indication	of	exactly	what	these	

performances	might	involve.	Therefore,	by	implication,	his	narrative	depicts	that	

Christian	conversion	might	be	an	external	process	of	pious	acts,	and	which	may	

happen	over	a	long	period	time.	If	this	is	the	case,	then	church	becomes	a	very	

important	place,	and	the	church	service	a	very	important	occasion.	Seen	through	

Hector’s	eyes,	new	attendees	must	master	the	group/s	external	performances	

before	being	admitted	a	place	on	its	membership	role.	It	is	only	when	they	can	

mimic	a	majority	of	the	group/s’	performances	that	they	will	attain	their	full	

membership	rights,	conversion	and	salvation.			

Churches	may	possibly	be	overflowing	with	attendees	if	this	understanding	was	

presented	to	wider	society.	Since	conversion	will	not	be	considered	a	crazy	affair	

(Acts	9:	1-9)	involving	a	belief	in	murder,	crucifixion,	and	sins,	since	“the	death	

for	us	is	that	it	is	event	of	violence”	(Migliore	2004,	188),	but	it	can	now	be	

considered	as	a	slow	alteration	from	worldly	performances	to	churchy	

performances.	This	conversion	could	begin	from	its	margins.	New	entrants	will	

watch,	as	members	perform	before	one	another	like	birds	preparing	to	mate.	

They	will	observe	a	member	giving	another	his	or	her	performance.	This	novice	

will	watch,	being	very	attentive	to	the	performances	of	other	members,	and	then	

he/she	will	endeavour	to	imitate	their	performance.	If	they	correctly	imitate	the	

original	performance,	then	it	will	not	be	repeated	again,	but	if	they	fail	to	imitate	

it,	the	performance	will	be	repeated,	whilst	again	emphasizing	to	the	mimicker	

the	bits	which	they	failed	to	correctly	mimic.	There	will	have	to	be	several	

performances	that	a	novice	will	have	to	master	before	they	will	be	able	to	be	
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considered	a	fully	acknowledged	member.	Acknowledged	members	will	affirm	to	

novices,	after	such	perfections,	with	gestures,	like	little	nods,	winks,	and	with	

gentle	touches	on	the	novice’s	forearm,	as	well	as	along	with	affirming	smiles	of	

satisfaction.	The	practice	and	perfection	of	these	performances	will	be	delivered	

whenever	the	group	meets,	usually	every	Sunday,	because	such	attendance	is	

also	an	essential	performance	requirement.			

Hector’s	performances	are	open	ended,	but	having	experienced	various	church	

services,	I	have	only	imagined	what	some	of	these	performances	might	look	like	

in	a	protestant	congregational	context.		

Perhaps	he	is	right.	Perhaps	he	is	wrong.	But	by	being	vague,	about	the	content,	

can	be	a	convenient	way	of	avoiding	any	criticism,	especially	from	the	apophatic	

theologian,	since	it	is	very	hard	to	criticise	something	that	has	no	exact	

conceptual	prescriptions	to	criticise.	His	type	of	response	(therapy)	is	not	that	

dissimilar	to	the	Romantic	response,	to	historical	criticism	in	the	modern	era,	

which	Dunn	termed	“the	flight	from	history”	(Dunn	1998,	49).	The	Romantic	

claim	to	intuitive	knowledge	protected	them	from	the	barbs	of	rational	

arguments,	but	it	also	discounted	them	from	using	any	rational	arguments	for	

their	claims	(Walker	1997,	44).		

His	narrative	certainly	lends	itself	to	the	postmodern	principle,	the	showing	of	

difference	through	the	open	stance	(Vanhoozer	2013,	95)	of	suspension,	and	

expressed	in	the	word	“perhaps”.	This	is	especially	so	when	he	does	not	give	any	

concrete	examples	of	such	performances	by	believers,	nor	any	conceptual	

examples	to	do	with	their	understandings	of	God.57	Yet	this	can	be	seen	

positively,	from	the	postmodern	perspective	at	least,	as	a	discourse	which	keeps	

an	open	stance	due	to	accepting	the	limit	of	human	knowledge	and	its	

contingency	(Caputo,	Philosophy	and	Theology	(Horizons	in	Theology)	2006,	

56).		
																																																													
57	Kevin	J.	Vanhoozer,	“Ontology,	Missiology,	and	the	Travail	of	the	Christian	Doctrine:	A	conversation	
with	Kevin	Hector’s	Theology	without	Metaphysics.”	Journal	of	Analytic	Theology,	Vol.1,	Issue	1,	
(May2013):	107-119.	“He	is	careful	not	to	wax	totalitarian	and	insist	that	everyone	has	to	think	or	use	
terms	the	way	he	does,”	p107.							
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Conclusion	

Against	the	backdrop	of	postmodern	understandings	of	metaphysics,	I	have	

offered	an	interpretation	of	Jean-Luc	Marion’s	God	without	Being	and	Kevin	

Hector’s	Theology	without	Metaphysics.	Heidegger	understands	metaphysics	as	

onto-theology	and	this	has	a	direct	bearing	on	Marion’s	approach.	Marion	

translates	Heidegger’s	critique	of	the	metaphysical	tradition	into	the	theological	

critique	of	idols	taken	from	the	biblical	and	mystical	traditions.	I	argued	that	

Marion	develops	a	Catholic	postmodernism,	interpreting	the	Eucharist	as	a	

portal	which	enables	a	bridge	between	unknowable	transcendence	and	the	finite	

world	of	difference.	For	Marion,	the	thinker	par	excellence	is	a	Catholic	Bishop.	

He	is	the	only	properly	authorised	person	to	do	theology.		

In	a	more	explicit	way,	Hector	also	works	from	the	perspective	of	faith	seeking	

understanding,	though	this	time	as	a	Protestant.	Again,	the	truth	of	Christian	

tradition	is	already	accepted	as	a	presupposition.	In	Hector’s	perspective,	every	

theological	concept	depends	on	a	series	of	precedential	usages.	He	sees	concepts	

as	a	class	of	communal	norms	which	must	also	conform	to	the	norms	used	by	

Christ	in	the	Bible.	All	concepts	are	therefore	measured	against	the	work	of	the	

Triune	God	as	understood	in	a	traditional	Protestant	system.	For	those	who	

desire	to	do	acts	of	piety	Hector’s	narrative	offers	some	benefits.	It	speaks	of	the	

performance	of	concepts	in	the	Christian	community.	Yet	it	does	not	offer	any	

dogmatic	description	of	the	contents	of	these	performances,	nor	does	it	give	any	

clues	as	to	which	Protestant	group	will	be	used	to	measure	the	validity	of	any	

given	performance.		

Emphasizing	the	gap	between	divine	transcendence	and	human	understanding,	I	

argued	that	Hector	and	Marion	do	not	finally	escape	the	problems	of	the	

metaphysical	tradition,	nor	are	their	proposals	ultimately	grounded.	Each	

presents	an	account	according	to	the	perspective	of	his	(own)	tradition,	

producing	predictably	contrasting	conclusions	regarding	the	way	God	overcomes	

the	problems	of	knowledge	and	representation	through	language.	But	

metaphysical	thinkers,	by	definition,	have	no	access	to	transcendent	knowledge	
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and	cannot	breach	the	gap	between	God	and	the	world	of	difference.	Perhaps	

Marion	and	Hector	are	right	that,	by	chance	or	some	miracle,	their	projects	have	

aligned	with	God’s	point	of	view.	But	they	will	never	know,	and	nor	will	we.				
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