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To Jacques Derrida,
who loosened my tongue
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The Love of God
One

RELIGION IS FOR LOVERS

Any book entitled On Religion must begin by breaking the bad
news to the reader that its subject matter does not exist.
“Religion,” in the singular, as just one thing, is nowhere to be
found; it is too maddeningly polyvalent and too uncontain-
ably diverse for us to fit it all under one roof. There are West-
ern religions, Eastern religions, ancient religions, modern
religions, monotheistic, polytheistic, and even slightly athe-
istic religions; too many to count, too many to master, in too
many languages to learn. I am not complaining or making
excuses. Indeed the uncontainable diversity of “religion” is
itself a great religious truth and a marker of the uncontain-
ability of what religion is all about. I am just trying to get
started and I have to start somewhere. I am not trying to begin
at the Absolute Beginning. I have no head for that. I am just
trying to get something on the table.

By religion, therefore, let me stipulate, I mean something
simple, open-ended, and old-fashioned, namely, the love of
God. But the expression “love of God” needs some work. Of
itself it tends to be a little vacuous and even slightly sancti-
monious. To put it technically, it lacks teeth. So the question
we need to ask ourselves is the one Augustine puts to himself
in the Confessions, “what do I love when I love God?,” or “what
do I love when I love You, my God?,” as he also put it, or,
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2 0n Religion

running these two Augustinian formulations together, “what
do I'love when I love my God?”. Augustine, I should say at the
start, will be my hero throughout these pages, although with
a certain post-modern and sometimes unorthodox twist that
might at times have provoked his episcopal wrath (he was a
bishop, with a bishop’s distaste for unorthodoxy).

I love this question in no small part because it assumes that
anybody worth their salt loves God. If you do not love God,
what good are you? You are too caught up in the meanness of
self-love and self-gratification to be worth a tinker’s damn.
Your soul soars only with a spike in the Dow-Jones Industrial
average; your heart leaps only at the prospect of a new tax
break. The devil take you. He already has. Religion is for
lovers, for men and women of passion, for real people with a
passion for something other than taking profits, people who
believe in something, who hope like mad in something, who
love something with a love that surpasses understanding.
Faith, hope, and love, and of these three the best is love,
according to a famous apostle (I Cor. 13:13). But what do
they love? What do I love when I love my God? That is their
question. That is my question.

The opposite of a religious person is a loveless person.
“Whoever does not love does not know God” (I John 4:8).
Notice that I am not saying a “secular” person. That is because
I am out to waylay the usual distinction between religious and
secular in the name of what I shall call the “post-secular” or a
“religion without religion.” I include a lot of supposedly
secular people in religion — this is one of my unorthodox ten-
dencies that I hope to slip by the bishop’s notice — even as I
think a lot of supposedly religious people should look around
for another line of work. A lot of supposedly secular people
love something madly, while a lot of supposedly religious



people love nothing more than getting their own way and
bending others to their own will (“in the name of God”).
Some people can be deeply and abidingly “religious™ with or
without theology, with or without the religions. Religion
may be found with or without religion. That is my thesis.

Thus the real opposite of a religious person is a selfish and
pusillanimous curmudgeon, a loveless lout who knows no
higher pleasure than the contemplation of his own visage, a
mediocre fellow who does not have the energy to love any-
thing except his mutual funds. That is what the philosophers
call an abusive definition, but I do not feel any great com-
punction about that, because the people I am abusing deserve
it. They do not love God. What is worse than that? What can
you say on their behalf? If you know, you should write your
own book and defend them. This book is for those who love
God, that is, for people who are worth their salt. The New
Testament is peppered with references to salt (Matt. 5:13;
Mark 9:50; Col. 4:6). Salt is my criterion of truth, and love is
my criterion of salt.

But if' my definition of irreligion, of the opposite of
religion, is abusive, my definition of religion, the “love of
God,” sounds slightly smarmy and pietistic. The love of God
is my north star, but it only provides me with a starting point,
not a finish, a first word, not a last. Everything depends on the
follow through, on facing up to this beautiful and provocative
Augustinian question, “what do I love when I love my God?”.
Love is the measure. Every historical and social structure,
everything created, generated, made, formed, or forged in
time — and what is not? — should be measured against the love
of God. Even religion — especially religion — insofar as religion
takes historical and institutional form, must be tested to see
how loyal it is to itself, to its religious vocation, which is the
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4 0n Religion

love of God. But the love of God itself, if ever we could find
such a beautiful and precious jewel, is beyond criticism. Of
the love of God itself I will hear no criticism; I will cup my
ears.

Let us speak then of love. What does it mean to “love”
something? If a man asks a woman (I am quite open to other
permutations of this formula) “do you love me?” and if, after
a long and awkward pause and considerable deliberation, she
replies with wrinkled brow, “well, up to a certain point,
under certain conditions, to a certain extent,” then we can be
sure that whatever it is she feels for this poor fellow it is not
love and this relationship is not going to work out. For if love
is the measure, the only measure of love is love without
measure (Augustine again). One of the ideas behind “love” is
that it represents a giving without holding back, an
“unconditional” commitment, which marks love with a cer-
tain excess. Physicians counsel us to eat and exercise in meas-
ured moderation and not to overdo either. But there is no
merit in loving moderately, up to a certain point, just so far,
all the while watching out for number one (which is, alas,
what we are often advised by a decadent “New Age” psych-
ology). If a woman divorces a man because he turned out to
be a failure in his profession and just did not measure up to
the salary expectations she had for him when they married, if
she complains that he did not live up to his end of the “bar-
gain,” well, that is not the sort of till-death-us-do-part,
unconditional commitment that is built into marital love and
the marital vow. Love is not a bargain, but unconditional giv-
ing; it is not an investment, but a commitment come what
may. Lovers are people who exceed their duty, who look
around for ways to do more than is required of them. If you
love your job, you don’t just do the minimum that is



required; you do more. If you love your children, what would
you not do for them? If a wife asks a husband to do her a
favor, and he declines on the grounds that he is really not duty
bound by the strict terms of the marriage contract to do it,
that marriage is all over except for the paper work. Rather
than rigorously defending their rights, lovers readily put
themselves in the wrong and take the blame for the sake of
preserving their love. Love, St. Paul said in his stunning hymn
to love, is patient, kind, not puffed up or boastful; it bears all
things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things
(I Cor. 13). A world without love is a world governed by rigid
contracts and inexorable duties, a world in which — God
forbid! — the lawyers run everything. The mark of really loving
someone or something is unconditionality and excess,
engagement and commitment, fire and passion. Its opposite is
a mediocre fellow, neither hot nor cold, moderate to the point
of mediocrity. Not worth saving. No salt.

Then what about “God”? What about loving God? One of
my main arguments in this essay is that “love” and “God” go
together, for “God is love,” as the New Testament tells us:
“Beloved, let us love one another, because love is from God;
everyone who loves is born of God and knows God. Whoever
does not love does not know God, for God is love. . . . God is
love and those who abide in love abide in God and God abides
in them” (I John 4:7-8, 16). That is my Archimedean point,
my true north. But notice how easily saying “God is love”
slides over into saying “love is God.” This slippage is provoca-
tive and it provides us with an exceedingly important and
productive ambiguity, opening up a kind of endless substitut-
ability and translatability between “love” and “God” that I
shall also be exploring as we go along (and raising the eye-
brow of a bishop or two along the way). As love is the first
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name of God, “of God” is also the best name we have for
those who love. To love God is to love something deeply and
unconditionally. But it is also true — there is no stopping this
slippage or reversal — that to love deeply and unconditionally is
to be born of God, to love God, for the name of God is the
name of love, the name of what we love. That is why I will
hear no criticism of this idea and why those who do not love
God are loveless louts. That is also why the central and most
pressing question is not whether I love God or whether there
is a God to love, but “what do I love when I love my God?”.
But where do we start —I am always trying to get started — if
we want to get an idea of what we mean by “loving God”? An
old and daunting problem, but my advice is as follows. When
the Virgin Mary was told by the Angel Gabriel that she would
conceive and bring forth a child, the first thing that Mary said,
according to the gospel of Luke, was what any expectant vir-
gin mother might be expected to say: “What are you talking
about? I guarantee you, angel or not, that’s impossible”
(loosely translated). To which Gabriel responded, with char-
acteristic archangelic composure, don’t worry, “nothing will
be impossible with God” (Luke 1:37). The second thing Mary
said is what made her famous: “here I am,” “fiat mihi secun-
dum verbum tuum,” in short, “yes, oui-oui” (in Franco-
Aramaic). I will come back later on to the “yes,” which I
regard as an important and deeply religious notion and also
closely linked to the idea of God, but for the moment I am
interested in Luke’s linking of “God” with “nothing is impos-
sible.” With God, all things are possible, very amazing things,
even things that are, I am tempted to say, “unbelievable”
(which are the things that most require belief'), and even,
God help us, “impossible” things. After Jesus told the story
that it would be harder for the wealthy to enter the Kingdom



of God than it would be for a camel to pass through the eye of
a needle, he added, “For mortals it is impossible, but not for
God; for God all things are possible” (Mark 10:27). So to get
a start on the idea of loving God, let us take a closer look at
what is for me, following Luke and Mark, a closely connected
idea, “the impossible.”

THE IMPOSSIBLE
To explain what I mean by “the impossible” I first need to
explain what I mean by the “possible,” and to explain the
possible I need to talk about the “future,” which is the
domain of the possible. We say that we want the future to be
“bright,” “promising,” “open.” The force of the future is to
prevent the present from closing in on us, from closing us up.
The future pries open the present by promising us the possi-
bility of something new, the chance of something different,
something that will transform the present into something
else. Let us make a distinction here. There is a relatively fore-
seeable future, the future for which we are planning, the
future on which we are all hard at work, the future we are
trying to provide for when we save for our retirement or
when a corporate team sets up a long-term plan. Let us call
that the “future present,” by which I mean the future of the
present, the future to which the present is tending, the
momentum of the present into a future that we can more or
less see coming. I have no intention of lightly dismissing this
future. Institutional long-term plans, retirement plans, life
insurance policies, plans for the future education of our chil-
dren, all such things are very serious, and it is foolish and
irresponsible to proceed without them. But there is another
future, another thought of the future, a relation to another
future, which is the future that is unforeseeable, that will take
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us by surprise, that will come like a thief'in the night (I Thess.
5:2) and shatter the comfortable horizons of expectation that
surround the present. Let us call this the “absolute future.”
When it comes to the relative future, the future present, we
have “reasonable expectations,” “cautious optimism,” “bulls
and bears,” but as regards the absolute future we must be like
the lilies of the field who sow not, nor do they reap, but who
are willing to go with what God provides, which also means
that they are ready for anything. For the relative future we
need a good mind, a decent computer, and horse sense, those
three; for the absolute future, we need hope, faith, and love,
these three.

With the “absolute” future we are pushed to the limits of
the possible, fully extended, at our wits” end, having run up
against something that is beyond us, beyond our powers and
potentialities, beyond our powers of disposition, pushed to
the point where only the great passions of faith and love and
hope will see us through. With the “absolute future,” I main-
tain, we set foot for the first time on the shore of the
“religious,” we enter the sphere of religious passion, and we
hit upon a distinctively “religious category.” Let me clarify
this. By the “religious” I do not mean some preternatural
event in a Stephen King novel, or even an extraordinary visit-
ation by a supernatural being like an angel. Of course, that is
exactly what Luke’s story of the Annunciation to Mary was,
but that is a function of great religious narratives, in which
we find human experience writ large, the defining features of
our life magnified in moving and unforgettable stories, in
brilliant religious figures. But having a religious sense of life
is a very basic structure of our lives — it is not like worrying
about being abducted by an alien — that should be placed
alongside other very basic things, like having an artistic sense



or political sense, experiences that belong to anyone who is
worth their salt (more salt). The religious sense of life is tied
up with having a future, which is something we all have, and
the “absolute future” is a basic part of having a future. So
instead of distinguishing “religious people,” the ones who go
to church on Sunday morning, from non-religious people,
the ones who stay home and read The Sunday New York Times, I
would rather speak of the religious in people, in all of us. I
take “religion” to mean the being-religious of human beings,
which I put on a par with being political or being artistic. By
“the religious,” I mean a basic structure of human experience
and even, as I hope to show, the very thing that most consti-
tutes human experience as experience, as something that is
really happening. I do not confine religion to something con-
fessional or sectarian, like being a Muslim or a Hindu, a Cath-
olic or a Protestant, although I hasten to add that the great
religions of the world are important and without them we
would quickly lose sight of religious categories and practices,
which means that we would lose something basic. And once
again, we need to remind ourselves, the religious sense of life
would never mean just one thing for everybody, as if it had
some sort of common ahistorical, universal, transcendental
structure. I try to swear off thinking like that about anything.
With a notion like the absolute future, we move, or we are
moved, past the circle of the present and of the foreseeable
future, past the manageable prospects of the present, beyond
the sphere in which we have some mastery, beyond the
domain of sensible possibilities that we can get our hands on,
into a darker and more uncertain and unforeseeable region,
into the domain of “God knows what” (literally!). Here we
can at best feel our way, like a blind man with a stick, unsure
and unsteady, trying to be prepared for something that will
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10 On Religion

take us by surprise, which means trying to prepare for some-
thing for which we cannot be prepared. We cross over the
border of rational planning methods, venturing into the sort
of thing that makes corporate managers nervous, venturing
out onto terra incognita. The absolute future is not much help in
planning an investment strategy, where the idea is to guess
the trends; nonetheless, as every fund manager eventually
finds out, it belongs irreducibly to the structure of life in time.
This is the sphere of the impossible, of something of whose
possibility we just cannot conceive. But of course the impos-
sible happens, which is the import of the story of the
Annunciation to the Virgin Mary. So it is not simply or abso-
lutely impossible, like “p and not-p,” which would reduce it
to incoherence, but what the French philosopher Jacques
Derrida calls “the impossible,” meaning something whose
possibility we did not and could not foresee, something that
eye has not seen, nor ear heard, that has never entered into the
mind of human beings (I Cor. 2:9). So I am plainly advising
us to revisit the idea of the impossible and to see our way
clear to thinking the possibility of the impossible, of the
impossible, of the possible as the “im-possible,” and to think
of God as the “becoming possible of the impossible,” as
Derrida also says.

The impossible is a defining religious category —and this is a
central motif of this study — the stuft’ of which religion is
made. When the Latin comic poet Terence wrote that since
what we wish for is impossible, we would have more peace if
we sought only the possible, he was advising us to give up
religion. For with God, as Gabriel told a very surprised virgin,
everything is possible, even the impossible. That is what we
mean by God. The impossible, if I may be so bold, is all part of
a divine day’s work for God, part of God’s job description. Of



course, a virginal conception is not all part of a day’s work for
the rest of us, but the Scriptures are instructing us about the
miraculousness of life, about those unforeseeable events, large
or small, that elicit an “it’s a miracle!” from us. The name of
God is the name of the chance for something absolutely new,
for a new birth, for the expectation, the hope, the hope
against hope (Rom. 4:18) in a transforming future. Without
it we are left without hope and are absorbed by rational man-
agement techniques. But that chance is not without risk,
because we never know who is going to come knocking at
our door; it could be Gabriel himself or it could be a devil.
With the absolute future there are no absolute guarantees, no
contracts or warranties. With the absolute future, there is a lot
of risk, so faith, hope, and love have to work around the clock.

The impossible, I said, is what makes experience to be
experience, makes it truly worthy of the name “experience,”
an occasion in which something really “happens,” as
opposed to the regular grooves and tick-tock time of hum-
drum life, when nothing much is really going on. The impos-
sible is what gives life its salt. But notice that if the impossible
is the condition of any real experience, of experience itself,
and if the impossible is a defining religious category, then it
follows that experience itself, all experience, has a religious
character, whether or not you march yourself off to church
on Sunday morning now that your mother is no longer there
to get you out of bed. That religious edge to experience, that
notion of life at the limit of the possible, on the verge of the
impossible, constitutes a religious structure, the religious side
of every one of us, with or without bishops or rabbis or
mullahs. That is what I mean by “religion without religion”
(to borrow another phrase from Derrida), the main idea I
shall be defending throughout these pages.

The Love of God
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The present and the future-present fall under the range of
our powers, our potencies, our possibilities. Here things are
manageable, cut to size and proportioned to our knowledge,
so that we know what to do in the present situation and what
to expect in the future. Here we are self-possessed and we
have our bearings. This is the sphere of what the medieval
theologians called the “cardinal” virtues, the four strictly
philosophical virtues of “prudence, justice, fortitude, and
temperance,” upon which human life is propped as upon the
four hinges (cardines) of a table. These are the virtues of the
self-possessed, of the best and the brightest, what Aristotle
called the “phronimoi,” the men (and he meant men) of prac-
tical wisdom, of insight and practical know-how, the well-
hinged who know what is what, the men of means who went
to all the best schools and who set the pace for the rest of us
who are lower down on Aristotle’s very aristocratic list. But
when we come unhinged, when our powers and our poten-
cies are driven to their limits, when we are overwhelmed,
exposed to something we cannot manage or foresee, then, in
that limit situation of the possibility of the impossible, we
experience the limits, the impossibility, of our own possi-
bilities. Then we sink to our knees in faith and hope and love,
praying and weeping like mad. These are what the theo-
logians call (somewhat chauvinistically) the “theological”
virtues, by which they mean that we have come up against the
impossible. Here, in the sphere of these limit situations, we
are asked to believe what seems incredible (remember Mary,
or father Abraham trekking his way to Moriah). For after all,
to believe what seems highly credible or even likely requires a
minimum of faith, whereas to believe what seems unbeliev-
able, what it seems impossible to believe, that is really faith. If
you have real faith, Jesus said, you could say to the mountain,



“‘move from here to there,” and it will move; and nothing
will be impossible for you” (Matt. 17:20). So, too, to hope
when all seems hopeless, to “hope against hope,” as St. Paul
says (Rom. 4:18), that is really hope, as opposed to the san-
guinity that comes when the odds are on our side, which is
the hope of a mediocre fellow. Finally, to dare to love some-
one far above our station, like a beggar in love with a princess,
or to dare to think that someone so wonderful could love us,
to dare to love in such an impossible situation, that is love
worth its salt. Or, to go to a further and still more paradoxical
extreme: to love someone who is not lovable. It is no great
feat, after all, to love the loveable, to love our friends and
those who tell us we are wonderful; but to love the unlovable,
to love those who do not love us, to love our enemies — that is
love. That is impossible, the impossible, which is why we love
it all the more. So the unhinged life of love and hope and faith
is saltier and more passionate and more worth living than that
of Aristotle’s well-hinged phronimoi who swing back and forth
effortlessly and make it all look easy (even if it takes a lot of
training).

Religion, I say at the risk of being misquoted, is for the
unhinged. (That is, for lovers.) In religion, the time, time
itself, is always out of joint. The religious sense of life awakens
when we lose our bearings and let go, when we find ourselves
brought up against something that exceeds our powers, that
overpowers us and knocks us off our hinges, something
impossible vis-a-vis our limited potencies. The religious sense
of life kicks in when we are solicited by the voices of the
impossible, by the possibility of the impossible, provoked by
an unforeseeable and absolute future. Here is a realm where
things do not bend to our knowledge or our will and we are
not calling the shots. We are out of our element. This is God’s
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element, not ours, the element of the impossible, God’s realm
or “Kingdom,” where God rules. Something, I know not
what, some element in things exceeds our grasp and eludes
our reach. Here things are astir with some element of chance
beyond our best-laid plans, some future that we cannot see,
something that by withdrawing from sight nonetheless draws
us out of ourselves and draws us on, something for which
we pray and weep. Our sense of reality and of its limits is
disturbed; our sense of what is possible and impossible
begins to tremble, to destabilize, to become unsteady and
uncertain. We begin to lose our grip and find ourselves in the
grip of something that carries us along. We are exposed,
vulnerable, expectant, in motion, moving, being moved, by
the impossible. We are transformed.

Our only recourse is to hang on by our teeth, that is, to
have faith and hope, and to love this possibility of an impos-
sible and unmasterable future which is not in our hands. Love
and hope and faith are the virtues of the impossible, taking
the measure of the immeasurable future. The borders of the
possible are safe but flat, sure but narrow, well defined but
confining, and they stake out the lines of an unsalted and
mediocre life, without a passionate hope, where nothing really
happens and all present systems will do just fine. If at the end
of our lives we find that all our hopes have been sensible and
moderate and measured by the horizon of the future present,
if we have never been astir with the impossible, then we shall
also find that on the whole life has passed us by. If safe is what
you want, forget religion and find yourself a conservative
investment counselor. The religious sense of life has to do
with exposing oneself to the radical uncertainty and the
open-endedness of life, with what we are calling the absolute
future, which is meaning-giving, salt-giving, risk-taking. The



absolute future is a risky business, which is why faith, hope,
and love have to kick in. Our hearts are restless (“inquietum
est cor nostrum”), Augustine said, astir with the possibility of
renewal and rebirth, pregnant with an absolute future, an
absolute surprise, just like the Virgin Mary.

Religion on my telling is a pact or “covenant” with the
impossible. To have a religious sense of life is to long with a
restless heart for a reality beyond reality, to tremble with the
possibility of the impossible. If the religious sense of life is
sometimes thought of in terms of eternity, under the influ-
ence of Plato, my advice is to rethink it in terms of time, as a
temporal way to be, a way to ride the waves of time, trying to
catch its swells while trying not to end up like a drowned rat.
That is why religious narratives are filled with so many mir-
acle stories, which are stories of transforming change more
stunning than anything Lewis Carroll dared imagine could
happen to Alice — virgins becoming mothers, mountains mov-
ing on command, seas parting, the dead rising from the grave,
and — most importantly, because this is what these stories are
all about — sinners being forgiven and given a new heart, meta-
noia. To forgive is to lift the weight of the past and give some-
one a new lease on life, a new future, which is arguably the
most basic thing Jesus had to say.

The Scriptures are filled with narratives in which the power
of the present is broken and the full length and breadth of the
real open up like a flower, unfolding the power of the pos-
sible, the power of the impossible beyond the possible, of the
hyper-real beyond the real. So rather than being carried off to
some illusory and fantastic realm, which is what critics of
religion like Freud and Marx have concluded, faith, hope, and
love are what we need to keep up with what is really going
on in the real beyond the real, the open-ended hyper-real
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beyond the constricting limits of the present. Rather than
hallucinations, faith, hope, and love are what we need to have a
real and transforming experience. “When you send forth your
spirit, they are created; and you renew the face of the earth,”
the psalmist sings (Ps. 104: 30). Embedded in the biblical idea
of God as creator is the idea of re-creation. God cannot simply
spend six days creating the world and then throw the tools on
the truck and drive off for a long weekend. We require God to
be on the job around the clock, for part of the job of making
all things in the first place is to make all things new, again and
again. We are not content to be born, but we want to be born
anew, born again, as the Bible-thumpers like to sing and shout
(and I am thumping right along with them on that!). Every
“yes” — remember Mary’s “yes” — naturally solicits a second
“yes,” a confirmation and prolongation of the first “yes,”
which insures that we do not go back on our word. The
structure of the “yes,” which goes to the heart of human
experience, is a structure of doubling or repetition, of “yes,
yes,” which is pretty much what the Hebrew “Amen” means
— oui, oui, so be it, three cheers, right on! Yes, yes to what is
coming, to the God of yes, to the becoming possible of the
impossible.

This also explains why religion has a prophetic dimension.
But by “prophetic” I do not mean perfecting our predictive
powers about the future-present, foreseeing what the future
holds — as if being religious were something like being a wea-
therman. I am referring to what is called in the Jewish and
Christian traditions “messianic” hope and expectation, which
looks forward to the peace and justice of the messianic age.
Even Karl Marx, who fancied himself a cold-hearted scientist
who was dispassionately exposing the futility of religious
illusion in the name of revolutionary historical progress, had



a bit of the wild-eyed Jewish prophet about him. As anyone
who knows anything about prophetic religion can see, Marx’s
“science” of political economy, which purported to have cal-
culated the cold economic laws that turn the wheels of history
(the side of Marx that turned out to be a howler), was a
transcription of a prophetic passion, of a prophetic longing
for the messianic age (while he thought he was debunking
religion). Marx was praying and weeping for an age in which
the rich stop feeding off the poor and making their fortunes
off the bent backs of the most defenseless people in our soci-
ety, off minorities and immigrants, women and children.
That is the best side of Marx, the most enduring side, his
prophetico-religious side, the way that even he continued to
say a little prayer at night to the Hebrew Lord of history, just
before nodding off (even if he did not remember a thing
about it in the morning). That is a Marxism to which anyone
who is not a loveless lout should say “yes, yes,” should
devoutly pray “come,” “may Thy Kingdom come.” Marx is
descended from a long line of Jewish prophets, which is why,
to the horror of Pope John Paul II — who divides the laurels
with Ronald Reagan as the World Historical Conqueror of the
Evil Empire — certain versions of Marx’s atheism play so well in
the churches of the poor. That is also why I think the distinc-
tion between theism and atheism is a little more unstable than
people think, including most popes and bishops.

THE SECRET

I am all along building up the nerve to pose my question, to
really ask my guiding question, which I have learned from St.
Augustine, “what do I love when I love my God?”. Everything
depends on this question. It is my un-cardinal question —
which is, no doubt, why it can make bishops nervous — the
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question of the unhinged. But before taking it up directly, I
must first, once again following St. Augustine, make a
confession. This confession comes accompanied by a
recommendation that we dl join in, because I have no inten-
tion of being left all alone twisting slowly in the wind of this
confession while everyone else comes off looking innocent as
a lamb. I am no phallic hero of the solitary leap and I have no
heart for a lonely plunge into the abyss. I confess that I am
unhinged, that I do not know who I am. But I highly recom-
mend that we all hold hands and make a common confession
that we are all unhinged and do not know who we are. We all
want to know who we are and what our lives are “about” —
that is our first, last, and constant concern. That is the passion
of our lives, and it is a deeply religious passion. For better or
worse (it depends on which day you ask me), we do not
simply live but we wonder why; for better or worse, we do
not simply live but we dream of things that never have been
and wonder why not (Edward “Teddy” Kennedy’s beautiful
eulogy of Robert “Bobby” Kennedy). We are not content with
life, with the limits that the present and the possible press
upon us, but we strive and strain for something or other, we
know not what. My modest contribution to that ageless rest-
lessness of the human heart, the one small thing I hope to add
to the philosophia perennis, is this: We do not know who we are —
that is who we are. “Quaestio mihi factus sum” (it sounds
better in Latin) is the way Augustine put it: “I have been made
a question unto myself,” echoing St. Paul (Rom. 7:15). Who
am I? I am one who finds his life a question, whose life is
always being put in question, which is what gives life its salt.
We seek but do not find, not quite, not if we are honest,
which does not discourage the religious heart but drives it on
and heightens the passion, for this is one more encounter



with the impossible. We may and we must have our opinions
on the subject; we must finally reach a judgment and take a
stand about life, but my advice is to attach a coefficient of
uncertainty to what we say, for even after we have taken a
stand, we still do not know who we are. We do not Know The
Secret (notice the caps!).

Let there be no misunderstanding: I am not recommending
a life of ignorance or of fence-sitting, of the comfort of find-
ing the spot that precedes the “either/or,” the fictitious peace
of a space that somehow eludes the pull of competing forces,
without siding or deciding one way or the other. Far from it; I
have defined life in terms of salt and passion, religious pas-
sion, a passion for the impossible. But I am saying that the
condition of this passion is non-knowing, that non-knowing
is the inescapable element in which decisions are reached,
which intensifies their passion. This non-knowing is not a
simple garden-variety ignorance but rather more like what the
mystics call a docta ignorantia, a learned or wise ignorance, that
knows that we do not know and knows that this non-knowing
is the inescapable horizon in which we must act, with all due
decisiveness, with all the urgency that life demands. For life
does not take a break, it does not let up its demands on us for
a hour or two while we all break for lunch and a bit of a
nap. We are required to act, but our decisions are covered by
a thin film, a quiet and uneasy sense, of unknowing.

I am not trying to be discouraging. Far from it. I do not
regard “the secret” to be all bad news but part of an upbeat
and salutary minimalism that proceeds on the assumption
that we get the best results by confessing fully the difficulty of
the human condition and not putting too high a spin on
things or too good a face on our predicament. The secret, on
my hypothesis, is that there is no Secret. I am not saying all
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this in the service of a kind of hip academic skepticism, of a
phallic, modish nihilism that is one of the luxuries of life in
the tenured lane. On the contrary — to put it in terms that every
investor in mutual funds will understand — I think that in the
long run this pays the best returns, even if in the short run it is
unnerving. As far as I can tell, and I think that this is essential
to the unhinging and impassioning sense of life that I am
trying to describe, we are not hard wired to some Transcen-
dental Super-Force which communicates to us The Secret
about The Meaning of our lives, or of the universe, or of good
and evil, on the condition that we pray and fast and have no
impure thoughts. That, I think, is how a lot of people think
about religion, including a lot of religious people themselves,
and I am trying to talk them out of it. As a rule of thumb, I
should add, the best way to flag the tendency that I am cau-
tioning against is to capitalize it [It]. We have not, to my
knowledge, been visited by some Super-Revelation, some
Apocalyptic Unveiling, that settles all our questions. Nor have
we, I should add, come up with some Super-Method in phil-
osophy or even in science that will, so long as we follow It (The
Method) rigorously, expose the Essence or Hyper-essence of
Reality, that will steer us through the stormy waves of becom-
ing or cut through the veil of appearances. We cannot, by
science, philosophy, or religion, situate ourselves safely in
some privileged spot above the mortal fray below having
gained the high ground of a Privileged Access to the Way
Things Are, which distinguishes “us” (philosophers, physi-
cists, true believers, etc.) from the poor beggars down there in
quotidian life who wander about two headed and do not know
The Way. We all need a “way,” I am not denying that, but I
deny that anyone has the authority to Capitalize their way.
There is no way to know The Way, no way that I know, anyway.



By confessing up front that we do not know who we are,
that we are cut off from The Secret, we find ourselves forced
constantly to traffic in “interpretations,” the inescapability of
which is a good way to define “hermeneutics,” a word that
has had some currency among contemporary academics. I do
not recommend ignorance and I am not saying that there is
no truth, but I am arguing that the best way to think about
truth is to call it the best interpretation that anybody has come
up with yet while conceding that no one knows what is com-
ing next. There are lots of competing truths battling with one
another for their place in the sun, and the truth is that we have
to learn to cope with the conflict. The skies do not open up
and drop The Truth into our laps. Pressing this hermeneutic
point about the inescapability of interpretation will also force
a shift in what we mean by “truth,” a shift into doing the truth,
which will be a little like doing the impossible. I shall take this
up in the fifth chapter, where I shall argue that this is espe-
cially characteristic of what we mean by “religious truth.” For
by a “religion without religion” I do not mean a religion
without truth.

We are bereft, alas, of any apocalypse that unveils The Secret
to us. We all pull on our pants one leg at a time and do our
best to make it through the day. The secret is that there is no
Secret, no capitalized Know-it-all Breakthrough Principle or
Revelation that lays things out the way they Really Are and
thereby lays to rest the conflict of interpretations. When we
open our mouths, it is only we who are speaking, we poor
existing individuals, as Kierkegaard liked to put it, and we
would be ill advised to think that we are the Mouthpiece of
Being or the Good or of the Almighty. But on my hypothesis,
that is not bad news, because it tends to check the spread of
people who confuse themselves with Being, or the Good, or
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the Almighty, who think that they have been sent into the
world to tell the rest of us what God or Being or Nature (or
Whatever) thinks, when in fact what we are hearing is noth-
ing more than the views of Harry Gutentag, who is a decent
enough chap if you get to know him but who tends to take
himself a little too seriously.

Nor am I denying what we call the “Holy Scriptures” or the
“Word of God.” I am just trying to come up with a good
description of what that means by trying to situate it within
the element of unknowing, within this psalm to learned
ignorance whose harp I am plucking at the moment. Hence I
will continue to stick to my minimalist hypothesis even if we
include a Book of Apocalypse, or of Revelation, in our sacred
Scriptures. For we lack an apocalyptic revelation that this Book
is “The Apocalypse,” which is something that the believers in
that Book take on faith, which means through a glass darkly,
which means sans apocalypse. Even the Apocalypse is sans
apocalypse. That means that the believers in that Book should
temper their claims about The Revelation they (believe they)
have received, since it is their interpretation that they have
received a revelation, while not everyone else agrees. A revela-
tion is an interpretation that the believers believe is a revela-
tion, which means that it is one more competing entry in the
conflict of interpretations. Believers should accordingly resist
becoming triumphalistic about what they believe, either per-
sonally or in their particular community. Apart from the
intrinsic merits of the book about whose interpretation we
can all argue (and argue and argue), what they mainly have to
offer in support of their belief that this is The Revelation is
the fact that they believe it, or that it has been believed for
centuries (one reason for which, history frequently teaches
us, is the fate that was visited upon those who declined



to believe it). They do not establish anything except their
own mean-spiritedness by calling everyone else “infidels” or
by looking down on everyone else whom they accuse of
lacking “transcendence” in their lives. To be sure, as I am also
arguing, religion does not have a corner on the market of
pretending to Know The Secret. I would recommend the same
modesty to scientists and philosophers, who should likewise
resist adopting apocalyptic and capitalizing attitudes toward
Physics or Metaphysics, lest these two otherwise modest and
respectable enterprises, together or separately, succumb to
the illusion that it is they who have seized the soft underbelly
of Nature, or Being, or Reality, that they, if I may say so, have
their finger on Being’s button.

Confessing that we have no access to The Secret introduces
a salutary caution into our lives which tends to contain the
violence, the intellectual “road rage,” that threatens to break
out whenever we run up against something “different.” The
different is the béte noire of the faithful. But the effects of this
confession are not only critical and negative, but highly
affirmative and closely connected to the religious passion for
the impossible that I am trying to describe. For if the secret is
that there is no Secret, then it follows that we can only and
indeed must believe, and indeed that we must believe something.
When I say that we do not know who we are, I do not have
my chin on my chest. I am not recommending despondency
and despair and that we give up the search. Like everybody
else, I would like to know as much as I can about as many
things as possible and I have spent a small fortune on my
library. I am not composing my “lamentations,” not letting
out a haunting wail that everything is vanity, a useless Sisy-
phean labor. On the contrary, this is all part of an upbeat and
affirmative operation that recognizes that we are called upon
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to invent and reinvent ourselves or — since I am talking about
the sort of thing over which we do not have mastery — to let
ourselves be reinvented, to let ourselves be overtaken by the
impossible. I am asking that we open ourselves toward a
future we cannot see coming, whose coming we can see only
darkly and in a mirror, for which nonetheless we passionately
hope and long. Rather than a Sisyphean lament I prefer a great
and giant “yes” like the titillating “yes” that Molly Bloom
delivers at the end of Ulysses. “And yes, I said yes, I will, Yes.”
Very rousing, very arousing. If ever I broke my own rule,
“yes” (“Yes”) would be the only thing I would allow myself
to capitalize: yes to the future, to what is coming, to possi-
bilities that eye has not seen or ear heard, to the possibility of
the impossible, yes to the God of yes, to “Ja”-weh. Oui, oui,
amen. Yes, God is yes. Yes, yes to my God.

Now at long last I have gained the heart to take up our
question and to return to my dear St. Augustine, whom we
find praying and weeping over himself back in the Confessions,
in scenes so intimate that we blush to witness them, in words
so private that we are embarrassed to overhear them.

WHAT DO | LOVE WHEN | LOVE MY GOD?
Augustine’s opening line in the Confessions is that our hearts are
restless and will not rest until they rest in God, which I have
transcribed a little impudently by saying that we are all a little
unhinged. We are driven hither and yon by one desire after
another and sometimes by several desires at once, and we
shall get no peace until we rest in “God,” for the name of God
is the name of what we love and desire. Whatever that may be.
Then the real question shifts to the one that we have been
following: what do I love when I love you, my God? You know
that I love you, O Lord, Augustine says to God. You know,



Lord, and I know as well, that I am after something, driven to
and fro by my restless search for something, by a deep desire,
indeed by a desire beyond desire, beyond particular desires
for particular things, by a desire for I-know-not-what, for
something impossible. Still, even if we are lifted on the wings
of such a love, the question remains, what do I love, what am I
seeking? When Augustine talks like this, we ought not to
think of him as stricken by a great hole or lack or emptiness
which he is seeking to fill up, but as someone overflowing
with love who is seeking to know where to direct his love. He
is not out to see what he can get, but out to see what he can
give.

What is the name of what I love when I love my God? Since
we are told that God is love, this question, I have said, tends to
draw us into a circle that makes bishops everywhere nervous.
Is it the case, as Augustine the bishop thought, that whenever
we are carried away by the love of something, anything at all,
it is really God whom we are seeking, but we simply have not
come to realize that it is God whom we love, rather the way I
see Peter coming even if I do not know it is Peter? Or might it
be the other way around, that the name of God is a name we
confer on things we love very dearly, like peace or justice or
the messianic age? Which one is the example of which? Is
love a way of exemplifying God? Or is God a name we have for
exemplifying love? Which is which? What is what?

Given what I have been saying about the Secret, I must
insist on the productivity and fertility of keeping that ques-
tion open. If, in the orthodox view of the councils of the
confessional faiths, love is one of the predicates or names we
give to God, and God is decidedly the subject, then I am
trying to leave a little space for heterodoxy. Bishops and car-
dinals are “hingers” who try to hang religion on the Right
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Teaching, so that the doors of orthodoxy will swing smoothly
open for the believers and tightly shut to the infidels, while I
am inclined to think that we have all been unhinged by the
secret, and that this is what gives life salt and genuine
religious passion. I am interested in drawing the lines, not
between the orthodox and the heterodox, or even between
theists and atheists, or religious and secular. My cardinal dis-
tinction is between the salty and the saltless, which is how I
mark off the different ways of loving God, with whom noth-
ing is impossible, which is the defining mark of religious
passion. Augustine says that God is love and that what we love
when we love our God is God, and that when “non-believers”
(himself included, before his conversion) go off in search of
other things, whether it be very sublime things like justice or
very low-down things like satistying lust or greed, they are
really engaged in a more or less enlightened or benighted
search for God, except they do not realize that it is God for
whom they search.

But, in my opinion, however tightly Augustine tried to
close this door, he left it slightly ajar. For Augustine’s question
allows us to see that the passion for God has a wider sweep than
this, and his question continues to stir even after Augustine
thinks he has settled it. That is, I would keep Augustine’s
question open, give it a full throttle as a question, and treat it as a
crucial and permanent part of the passion of our lives, of the
quaestio mihi factus sum of which he spoke. When we put our
head down and love God with all our strength, we do not
know whether love is an exemplification of God or God is an
exemplification of love. Or whether justice is one of the
names we use to speak about God or whether the name of
God is a way we have of speaking about justice. Or the impos-
sible (the list goes on). We confess that we remain confused



about this point and that we do not know how to resolve the
confusion.

Augustine’s question — “what do I love when I love my
God?” — persists as a life-long and irreducible question, a first,
last, and constant question, which permanently pursues us
down the corridors of ours days and nights, giving salt and
fire to our lives. That is because that question is entangled
with the other persistent Augustinian question, “who am I?”, to
which, as we have seen above, Augustine replies in the power-
ful tenth book of the Confessions “a soil of difficulty and of great
sweat.” In your eyes, O Lord, he says, “I have become a ques-
tion to myself.” So these two questions, the question of God
and the question of the self, go hand in hand for Augustine.
So much God, so much self: the more I am inwardly tossed
about by what I love, the more I am tossed about by the
question of who I am, in virtue of which this sense of being a
“self” is stirred up and intensified. That is why I think that I
am being very Augustinian when I say: we do not know who
we are — that is who we are. I do not question the self, but I treat
the self as a question. When we confess that we do not know
what we love when we love our God, we are also confessing
that we do not know who we are, we who love our God. Who
am I?, I ask with Augustine, and the answer is, I am a question
unto myself. Who am I? The answer that comes back is
another question; the answer is to keep questioning, to keep
the question alive —thatis whata “self ” is—to keep questioning
and to love God, to love God and to do what you will (which
is still another interesting thing Augustine said, although I am
giving it a spin). What do I love when I love my God? Is it
God? Is it justice? Is it love itself? Once again, the answer is
another question. I am the one who troubles himself about
this, and the name of God is the name of what I am troubling
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myself about. I am being turned and tossed about (perturbatio)
by the impossible.

Conservative, orthodox, and right-wing religious types
will think that I am waffling, that I am trying to dodge the
question and avoid giving an answer. Actually, the opposite is
true. My idea is to give the passion of this question full throt-
tle. My whole idea is that, since I doubt that there is some-
thing called “The Answer” to this question, in caps, the only
thing we can do is to answer. The way Mary answered “here I
am” when Gabriel broke the amazing news to the Virgin
about the birth of a son, or the way Abraham answered “here
I am” when the Lord demanded the death of his son (a very
problematic story that needs a careful gloss). The whole idea
is to respond, to do the truth, to make truth happen, facere veri-
tatem, as Augustine said, to do justice, to do the impossible, to
make the mountain move, to go where I cannot go, even if I
do not know who I am or what I love when I love my God.
My “responsibility” is not just to speculate at my word pro-
cessor about the name of God but to do justice. When the love
of God calls, we had better answer. When the demand for
justice comes calling, we had better answer “here I am!” For
it is God calling, and we must be responsive, responsible. By
the same token, conservative, orthodox, and right-wing
religious types have to watch out that their willingness to
specify and determine in well-formed formulae what they love
when they love their God does not turn into an easy
irresponsibility and complacency, which allows them to
think that since they have signed on to some creedal formula
or the other, or done what they were told to do by the creedal
handbooks or leaders, they have done their duty and carried
out the depths of their responsibility. Then the relatively
determinate character of their confession of faith becomes a



convenient answer, which substitutes for responding “in
spirit and in truth” (John 4:24).

I am groping for a genuinely religious idea of “truth” and a
true idea of “religion,” one that turns on troubling about
oneself and about what one loves, on allowing oneself to be
unhinged and troubled by the impossible. Inquietum est cor nos-
trum: Our hearts are restless and they will not rest until they
rest in you, O Lord, my God. But who are you, Lord? And
where are you? And who am I? I am saying that the structure
of the religious breaks into our lives just at that point where
we experience the limits of our powers, potencies, and possi-
bilities and find ourselves up against the impossible, which is
beyond our powers. Those who refuse the religious want to
retain their own self-possession, their own power, their own
will. The ancient Stoics said that if we seek what is possible,
accept what is necessary, and stay within our limits, we shall
have autonomy and autarchy; then we shall be happy because
we shall not lack anything that we let ourselves desire. Augus-
tine mocked that idea by saying that the happiness of such
men is to have made peace with their misery! The Stoics were
advising us to refuse religion, to refuse to make ourselves
vulnerable, to have calm and apatheia (no passion), whereas in
the religious sense of life all that calm is disturbed by a divine
passion, a divine perturbatio, a divine unhinging, a restless stir-
ring with a passion for the impossible. Remember that St.
Augustine’s famous “conversion” did not exactly lie in giving
up sex and romance, which was only its most sensational side,
but in giving up his disposition over himself, his attachment
to his own career and ambitions as a rising rhetorician who
stood to get a comfortable and important post in the Roman
government. His conversion occurred at the precise point
when his self-possession was displaced by a possession by
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God, when his love of self gave way to a love of God. It is only
when he had broken the spell of self-love — you know that I
love you, Lord — that he was visited by the question, but what
do I'love when I love my God? So long as he was pursuing his
own desire for the flesh and his own ambition, there was
absolutely no question at all about what he was after. Augus-
tine’s conversion lay in a transformation of what he loved,
which involved a self-transformation of Augustine himself
into a question unto himself, and a transformation of his love
into a question about what he loved.

This deep and resonating question of what he loved when
he loved God was not a question he was asking in the abstract
or prior to the love. It was not as if he had been invited to
speak on this topic at a conference and the sponsors had
offered to pay him a handsome honorarium and to pick up
his expenses, so he felt that he had better come up with
something. “God” was not some sort of grand theoretical or
explanatory hypothesis for Augustine, like the much-sought-
after “unified theory” for scientists today, but something that
had transformed his life. The question he asked about love
was a question he raised within love, within the passion of his
love, in which he tried to understand what he already loved. It
was when the love of God began to overtake him and unhinge
him and shake his life to the roots that the question, what do I
love when I love you, O Lord, began to have some teeth in it.
We usually think that we first have to get to know something
or someone in order subsequently to get to love them. But
one of the great lessons of St. Augustine’s writings is that it is
love that drives our search to know. Caught up in the grips of
what is loved, love is driven to understand what it loves,
which is something that we shall see borne out below when
we turn to St. Anselm, whose thought is very close to Augus-



tine’s. Love both drives the question and makes it possible
to understand what we love, as far, at least, as it can be
understood.

In the religious sense of life we passionately love some-
thing that resists any Final Explanation, that refuses to be
boiled down to some determinate form. Contrary to the way
his orthodox readers like to read the Confessions, I think that
Augustine’s story shows us that religion kicks in, not neces-
sarily when we sign on the dotted line of some confessional faith
or other, but when we confess our love for something besides
ourselves, when (on one etymology) we “bind ourselves
over” (re-ligare) to something other, which means something
other than ourselves, or (on another etymology) when we
gather ourselves together (re-legere) and center ourselves on a
transforming focus of our love. Something grander and larger
than us comes along and bowls us over and dispossesses us.
Something overpowers our powers, potencies, and possi-
bilities, and exposes us to something impossible. Something
makes a demand upon us and shakes us loose from the circle
of self-love, drawing us out of ourselves and into the service
of others and of something to come. The religious sense of
life kicks in when I am rigorously loyal, “religiously” faithful
(religio on still another etymology, meaning “scrupulous” or
“in a disciplined way”) to the service of something other than
myself, more important than myself, to which I swear an oath,
which has me more than I have it.

Even if we do not have a lot of clarity about exactly what
this is. Especially if we do not. Only then am I driven to ques-
tion and to ask what I love. I am driven by love to understand
what I love when I love my God. I am at the very least in love
with love, not in the sense that I love being in love, love
flirtation without commitment, courtship without marriage,
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sex without children, but in the sense that I am beset by love,
overtaken by love, drawn out of myself by love. I understand
that the whole idea of a self rests in this dedication, this gift of
myself, to something beyond my own self-love — to the chil-
dren, all the children, not just my own, to the future, to the
least among us. In the name of God, or justice, or the Force, or
something, I know not what. Even if, if to all the world, I look
like a garden-variety atheist (if you still move around within
the increasingly questionable distinction between theism and
atheism). Perhaps especially then.

I am not making a brief against the confessional faiths. The
religion of the churches and the organized faiths remains, for
better or for worse, the dominant form that religion takes
today and the permanent depository of the most ancient
religious narratives. They provide religion with a critical
mass, with a structure and social constancy without which it
would likely disappear or dissipate. They provide permanent
structures — buildings and institutions and communities —
within which the great narratives are preserved, interpreted,
and passed on to the next generation. They perform innumer-
able acts of service and generosity and they preserve the name
of God by proclaiming it and praising it systematically and
consistently. They also devote an ungodly amount of time to
bringing order to their ranks, silencing the voice of dissenters
and excluding — “excommunicating” — those who beg to dif-
fer from their communities and institutions, doing battle
with those of different confessions and in general trying to
make people who do not agree with them look bad. So the
people of the impossible are also impossible people, a point
that I will take up in the fourth chapter. It was always thus
(small comfort, that).

Institutionalized communities are defined by their identity



and by the power to maintain their identity, which includes
the power to excommunicate the different. If the community
is hospitable to too many “others,” it will cease to be a com-
munity. Hospitality, welcoming the other, is something that
religious institutions passionately preach but practice with a
carefully calibrated caution. Any wider sense of religion, of a
religiousness without the confessional religions, including our
religion without religion, will always be parasitic upon the
confessional forms, will always feed off them, repeat them with
a difference, all the while depending upon the worldly body
and the spiritual voice that these institutions give to religion.

I am not arguing against the confessional faiths but only
insisting that they ought to be disturbed from within by a
radical non-knowing, by a faith without faith, by a sense of
the secret, and that they ought to confess like the rest of us
that they do not know who they are. Quaestio mihi factus sum is a
good institutional model, not just something for the privacy
of the heart. It would always be a matter of inhabiting the
distance between the concrete and determinate religious
faiths, Islam or Catholicism, say, with their vast creedal and
institutional armatures, their bishops, their mullahs, and their
occasional armies, and this more radical and open-ended
religion that does not know what it believes, that does not
have the wherewithal to lay down its head, that is made a
question unto itself, that does not know what we love when
we love our God. Faith is not safe. Faith is not faith all the way
down, so that all the gaps and crevices of faith are filled with
more faith and it all makes for a perfect, continuous and well-
rounded whole. Faith is always —and this is its condition — faith
without faith, faith that needs to be sustained from moment
to moment, from decision to decision, by the renewal,
reinvention, and repetition of faith which is —if T may say so —
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continually exposed to discontinuity. Faith is always inhabited
by unfaith, which is why the prayer in the New Testament
makes such perfect sense, “Lord, I do believe, help my
unbelief” (Mark 9:24). For my faith cannot be insulated from
unbelief; it is co-constituted by unbelief, which is why faith is
faith and not knowledge. For I do not know what I love when
I love my God. Not that I do not love God, for that is not a
matter of knowing, but that I am always asking who or what
the God that I love is.

We are social and historical beings, concretely situated in
one historical, cultural, and linguistic tradition or another,
formed and forged by one religious tradition or another. Our
religious aspirations have been given one determinate form
or another by the traditions to which we belong and by
which we have been nourished, by the way the name of God
has been given flesh and substance for us. I do not deny that; I
affirm that. I have no desire to twist free from such historical
situatedness in the name of some purely private religion or of
some overarching ahistorical universal religious truth, which
would be the religion of an Aufkldrer, of an intellectual with a
feeling of superiority over garden-variety believers. A God
without historical flesh and blood, a religion without the
body of a community and its traditions, is a bloodless abstrac-
tion. But I want these determinate forms of religious life to be
inwardly disturbed by the secret that springs from their his-
torical contingency, put into question by the question of
what they love, and forced always to negotiate the distance
between the determinate historical form in which their
religious desire has taken shape in them and the open-
endedness of the secret, of the equally religious confession
that we do not know who we are or what we love when we
love our God.



The Christian, to take the example I can work with the best,
is someone who confesses that the power of God is with
Jesus, that Jesus is Emmanuel, which means “God with us,”
and at the same time, in the same breath, is continually dis-
turbed by the question that Jesus asks, “who do men say that I
am?” (Matt. 16:15). Contrary to the condensed wisdom of
the bumper stickers, Jesus is not The Answer but the place of
the question, of an abyss that is opened up by the life and
death of a man who, by putting forgiveness before retribu-
tion, threw all human accounting into confusion, utterly con-
founding the stockbrokers of the finite, who always seek a
balance of payments, which means who always want to settle
the score. Who is this man who counsels us to forgive, to give
up what is our due, who asks, who did, the impossible? What
does his life and death tell us about ourselves, including those
among us who, because of an accident of birth, have never
heard his name? What is happening in and what is opened up
by our memory of Jesus, by the mystery of his unaccountable
teachings of forgiveness and who told us to be of a new heart
(metanoia)? What is contained in our memory of Jesus that
cannot be contained by all the accumulated prestige and
power of the institutions and structures, the creedal formulae
and the theologies, that dare speak in his name? What mys-
tery unfolds there? The mystery of the love of God, to be sure.
But what do I love when I love my God?

Where would I be without my tradition, without my
worn-out copy of the Confessions? I do not know what ques-
tions I would ask, or what texts I would read, in what lan-
guage I would think, or in what community I would move
about. But I make a brief against the “closure” of the confes-
sional faiths, against allowing them to close the circle of faith,
to slam shut the doors of faith from the intrusions of other
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faiths or of un-faith, to keep faith behind closed doors, safe
and secure, and thus to suffer the illusion that there is some
way to settle the question whose very meaning is to be unset-
tling and that arises from our unsettled, unhinged, and
“unquiet” (inquietum) hearts. It would never be for me a ques-
tion of choosing between a determinate religious faith and
this faith without faith that does not know what it believes or
who we are, but rather of inhabiting the distance between
them and of learning how to let each unhinge and disturb —
and by disturbing, deepen — the other. For just as faith needs
always to be exposed to the faithlessness of confessing that we
do not know what we believe, or what we love when we love
our God, so this more open-ended and indeterminate love of
God cannot subsist in a vacuum, cannot occupy some time-
less, ahistorical, and supra-linguistic spot above the fray of
time and chance, some pure desert of indeterminacy. On my
accounting we ought to pass our days slipping back and forth
between the two, giving the desert of the secret its due while
all along seeking out the hospitality of our historical tradi-
tions and the shelter of our culture, without which we would
simply perish. We might think of ourselves as desert wan-
derers, homines viatores, on the way we know not where, but
continually finding respite and hospitality in the determinate
faiths, even as the safety of these shelters is haunted by the
unsettling thought of the searing desert sun and numbing
desert nights that lie outside their sheltering circles.



How the Secular World Became Post-Secular

Two

All this talk about the impossible has only recently become
possible again. It has for too long been declared off limits — by
“modernity,” by the “Enlightenment,” by the great “masters
of suspicion,” Marx, Freud, and Nietzsche, who proposed to
unmask it as so much displaced “libidinal desire” or “alien-
ated consciousness.” But contemporary philosophers have
grown increasingly weary with the “old” Enlightenment.
Their tendency has been more and more to unmask the mod-
ernist unmaskers, to criticize the modernist critiques, to grow
disenchanted with the disenchanters, to question modernity’s
prejudice against prejudice, and to look around for a new
Enlightenment, one that is enlightened about the (old)
Enlightenment. That has inevitably led to a break within their
own ranks on the hot topic of religion, where even other-
wise “secular” intellectuals have become suspicious of the
Enlightenment suspicion of religion.

That explains my use of St. Augustine in these pages, and
my invocation of the story of the Annunciation to the Blessed
Virgin. I am taking advantage of this moment that is some-
times called “post-modern.” One of the most important
things this word would have meant had it not been ground
senseless by overuse is “post-secular.” (One other very
important thing that it means, or would have meant, is post-
industrial, high-tech “virtual culture,” which I shall discuss
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in the next chapter.) In this so-called post-modern moment
we can listen to great and weepy saints like Augustine without
dismissing them as twisted souls casting furtive glances at
their mommy. But I hasten to add that this “post-secular”
frame of mind is not uncritical or naive. It has arisen as the
result of an “iteration” process that by criticizing the critique
ends up in a post-critical position, one that is interestingly like
but importantly unlike the pre-critical position. The result is the
unearthing of a certain analogy between the pre-critical and
the post-critical and newly opened lines of communication
between them. But this is only an analogy, because the post-
critical will have also passed through the critique and taken it
to heart, even if it has moved on.

Thus it is important for me to tell my story about how the
secular world became post-secular, albeit in a highly con-
densed thumbnail sketch that is unashamedly intent on driv-
ing home a point. For this is the story of how the impossible
has recently become possible, and it goes to the heart of my
argument. A good history is never just a story but is always an
argument, for every history worth its salt is telling us who we
are (we who do not know who we are). In what follows I will
speak of modernity and of its “before” and “after,” which for
simplicity’s sake I entitle the “sacral” age, the age of “secular-
ization,” and the “post-secular.” But I solemnly warn the
reader to be extremely uneasy about any such easy periodiza-
tion for, hero that I am, I accept no responsibility for it.

THE SACRAL AGE
In the eleventh century, at the onset of a rebirth of learning in
the Middle Ages, St. Anselm of Canterbury, a great admirer of
St. Augustine, wrote a book entitled Proslogion (“allocution”),
which he described as an exercise in “faith seeking under-



standing” (fides quaerens intellectum). He begins this treatise with
a prayer that asks God to help him find God, to teach him
where and how to look for God. Where are you, Lord? If T have
wandered far away from home and have gotten lost, I ask where
my home is. T have no doubt that it is there, but the question is
where and how shall I find it? Like Augustine’s Confessions,
Anselm’s inquiry clearly moves in a circle, from God to God,
asking God to help him find God, like a blind man asking
someone to keep talking so that he can follow the sound, on
the good Augustinian principle that love seeks to understand
what it already loves. The God whom Anselm seeks is a party
to the search, implicated in the very undertaking to find Him,
expected to help, indeed to lead the search and to give the
seeker signs, for the seeker’s attention is distracted by worldly
cares and his mind is darkened by sin. The Proslogion thus does
not describe a movement from a cognitive degree zero to
infinity, but from a groping and confused sense of something
or someone, somewhere, to a clarified sense of who and
where. It describes a movement from God to God and in God,
who lights the way. Had someone suggested to Anselm that
he break out of this circle and start from scratch, from some
neutral point outside the circle, Anselm would have thought
him mad (or a fool). For Anselm, outside the circle there is no
light and nothing happens.

It is teasingly difficult to choreograph this scene and to lay
out the space of Anselm’s little book. We have to get comfort-
able not only with the fact that he is turned toward us, face
forward, giving us a frontal allocution, pros-logion, confronting
us with a proof, but also with the fact that we have come upon
him at his prie-Dieu, his back to us, his face aglow with
prayer and turned to “You,” O Lord. He shifts easily between
“God,” a massive theological object, a big metaphysical word
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with a thunderous semantic punch, and “You,” a word whis-
pered to a lover, ever so softly, tenderly, lovingly, the most
loving word in our language. “You” is not a spoken “mean-
ing” at all but an address to another person, to an interlocutor
rather than about something allocuted. We must imagine a
yearning and tormented lover sighing, “where are You, my
Beloved?” “How long will You turn Your face from me?”
That adds still another twist to the scene. For if Anselm’s
face is turned toward God in prayer, God’s face is turned
away from Anselm, and Anselm seeks, if not to see the coun-
tenance of God, at least to be seen by God, to have God turn
His face to him and look down upon him and hear his
prayers.

It is in this context that Anselm propounds one of the most
tantalizing and frequently discussed “arguments for the exist-
ence of God” in the history of philosophical theology, one
that makes it into all the anthologies. After having pro-
pounded a number of lesser arguments for God’s existence in
a previous book, Anselm seeks here one single, overarching,
irresistible argument that God really exists that would just
sweep us away and bring us to our knees in prayer and praise
and admiration for God’s mighty ways. The famous argument
is that if we look within ourselves and determine what we
mean by the God in whom we believe, we shall find that what
we mean is “that than which no greater can be conceived,” as
any fool (insipiens) would agree. By a fool he means, not some-
one with a low IQ, but someone who mixes up the finite
and the infinite, who mistakes the uncreated for the created,
and who says that there is no God. But even this fool knows
what he means by the God who he says does not exist and
would agree that this is the idea that he has in his mind. But
that than which no greater can be conceived cannot exist



merely in the mind, for then anything that really exists outside
the mind would be greater than it. From this it follows that
God, that than which no greater can be conceived, must needs
exist not only in the mind but also in reality, lest something
greater than God be conceivable.

Many commentators who have been drawn down the laby-
rinthine corridors of this argument have never been heard
from again. I am not about to add myself to their number,
although, were I to do so, the last word you would have heard
from me before I disappeared into the abyss would have been
an objection that the argument was not formally valid; I
would thereby have added my voice to that of Thomas
Aquinas, who did not like the formal argument any more
than I do, and he was a saint. I am not a saint and I am more
interested in the choreography of the scene than the logic
of the argument, in the context of a believer seeking
understanding, who asks God to give understanding to his
faith so that he may better understand what he already
believes and so better love what he has come to understand. I
am interested in Anselm’s idea of God as one who must exist
just because God is so perfect, so plentiful, so really real, and
so excessive, an idea Anselm has drawn from a religious
experience that is bathed in God’s bountifulness and that
respects the incomprehensibility of God. Anselm has a self-
delimiting concept of God, a concept that points to the
inconceivability of what it conceives, to the excess of God
beyond the concept.

The point that interests me — the choreography — is that
Anselm is conducting this argument on his knees, in a loving
reverence and a faithful love of the God beyond God, of the
God of his experience beyond the God conceived in any con-
cept. He finds God within himself and he finds himself within
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God, and then seeks to clarify what he believes and finally
concludes by giving thanks to God — to “You” — for helping
him to understand what he believes.

SECULARIZATION
Things could not have changed more dramatically when this
argument was rehearsed in the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries. Whether Anselm’s argument is defended or rebut-
ted in modernity, the choreography is ignored, all the candles
are blown out, and the animating religious spirit has been
drained out of it. The prayers and tears of St. Anselm are
replaced by dry-eyed, bare bones logic. The monastery
chapel, the spare but gorgeous Gregorian chant, and monk’s
prie-Dieu have all disappeared. The argument is labeled by
Kant the “ontological” argument, by which Kant means an
argument that proceeds not from empirical or experimental
data but from pure a priori ideas. But that is the last thing it is
for Anselm, for whom it was washed ashore from an ocean of
religious experience, from his inner Augustinian experience
of God’s bountiful goodness and excess which he seeks to
clarify and glorify. What has happened in the intervening six
or seven centuries is that philosophers from Descartes to Kant
have constructed the idea of “consciousness” and the con-
scious “subject.” The old Augustinian idea of the “self,” this
sinful, self-questioning, passionate, prayerful, weepy being,
of restless heart and divided will, has been displaced,
although you can still find it on the margins of modernity,
e.g., in Pascal and later on in Kierkegaard, as we shall see. In its
place we find a sovereign, self-possessed, dispassionate
“thinking thing,” fully in charge of its potencies and possi-
bilities, surveying the contents of its mind to sort out which
among them represents something objective out there in the



external world and which should be written off as merely
internal and subjective.

Another way you could describe what had happened is to
say that in the meantime somebody has invented “religion”
and declared it off limits from “reason.” In the Middle Ages
the word religio was a word for a virtue, the habit of being
religious, of tending to one’s duty to God “religiously,” that
is, with a sense of rigor and scrupulous loyalty to God, with a
love of God. That is the sense of religion that I am defending.
Vera religio meant being genuinely religious, like being truly
just, not “the true religion” versus “the false religion.” But
there was no separate sphere or delimited region called
“religion,” which was to be differentiated from reason, polit-
ics, art, science, or commerce. All the masters and practi-
tioners in these several fields of endeavor were in varying
degrees religious or irreligious, loyal to or cynical about their
religious obligations. The church was, to be sure, a massive
institutional presence, and popes certainly waged sometimes
epic battles with kings. This sense of living in a Christian
world — or a Muslim one — pervaded everything. Christianity,
Islam, and Judaism were all over the place, covering every-
thing, seeping into every crevice, constituting the very air
everyone breathed. But it is for just that reason that “religion”
in the modern sense, as some separate sphere, apart from the
“secular” order, did not exist. The word “secular” did not
describe a sphere separated from “religion” but referred to
someone who was not a member of a monastic order. The
“secular masters” in thirteenth-century Paris would have
been greatly disconcerted had this term been taken to imply
that they were not religious. Nor would anyone have thought
to describe the anonymous architects who dedicated their
genius to the design and construction of towering cathedrals,

43 How the Secular World Became Post-Secular



44 0n Religion

or the anonymous artists who painted murals based on the
life of Christ or the stories in the Jewish Scriptures, as
“religious” artists, since that would not have differentiated
them from anybody else. They were just architects and artists,
and their work was to make biblical life visible and palpable
to the faithful, just as the work of the clergy was to dispense
the sacraments. It was not until the Renaissance that “secular”
subjects began to appear, one of the earliest of which is the
fourteenth-century fresco in Sienna entitled Allegory of Good
Government, depicting scenes of civic order and a peaceful
countryside without any overt “religious” subject matter.

So by the time it gets to Kant, Anselm’s argument for the
being whose bountiful excess Anselm experiences daily, in
prayer and liturgy, in community and everyday life, has been
transplanted to a different world where it is transformed into
an argument about whether existence is a predicate. We can-
not conclude to the existence of something S simply from the
definition of S, Kant argues, because a definition is a set of
predicates and existence is not a predicate. That can be seen by
considering that there is not a dime’s worth of difference
between the idea of a possible hundred dollars and the idea of a
hundred dollars that actually exists; there is not a penny more or
a penny less in the mere thought or definition of a hundred
dollars than in the thought of a hundred dollars actually pos-
ited in the pockets of our trousers or deposited in our
account. The only difference is that in the latter situation the
conscious subject has grounds to “posit” the actual existence
of a hundred dollars, but not in the former. Existence has to
do with “positing” some S that is a complex of predicates, but
it is not itself a predicate.

Next case.

We have entered a world composed of thinking, rational



“subjects” charged with sorting through their sensations and
ideas to separate out those among them that “represent”
genuine “external objects” from those that are merely
internal subjective mental events. Before modernity, it was
the opposite. The medievals regarded “inanimate” things
(without a soul or anima) as “contracted” to themselves, while
beings possessed of a soul overflow their bodily limits and
reach out into (“intend” or “tend into”) the world. The
philosophers of medieval and ancient times did not think of
knowing as the “internal event” of representing external
things; instead, they thought of knowledge as an act by which
the soul embraced the whole world — the soul is in a way all
things, Aristotle had said — and formed a unity or sameness
with it (idem fieri). The soul is always and all along opened out
upon the world even as the world has always and all along
taken possession of the soul. The task was not to break out of
an internal prison into the external world but to clarify the
vague and unclarified contact with the world in which we are
all along immersed.

But the moderns took their lead from the “new science”
and the way that Galileo set measurable mass, velocity, and
spatio-temporal position on the “object” side, while setting
sensations like “red” or “warm” on the subject side. When,
following Copernicus, he also put the measurable movement
of the earth around the sun on the object side and the per-
ceptual experience of the sun’s “rising” on the subjective
side, he set the agenda for the philosophers of the Enlighten-
ment to see just how far that sort of subject—object sorting
could go. The Church then decided that it had inside informa-
tion that God preferred Ptolemy to Copernicus. Galileo was a
devout man and a serious Catholic, but the Church started a
war with him, and thus with modern science — it had found
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no cause to wage war on St. Albertus Magnus, one of the
greatest scientists of the Middle Ages — that it would lose and
lose badly, because it could not tell the difference between a
contingent historical construction and the mind of God.

So, in modernity, the question of God is profoundly recast.
Instead of beginning on our knees, we are all seated solemnly
and with stern faces on the hard benches of the court of
Reason as it is called into session. God is brought before the
court, like a defendant with his hat in his hand, and required
to give an account of himself, to show His ontological papers,
if He expects to win the court’s approval. In such a world,
from Anselm’s point of view, God is already dead, even if you
conclude that the proof is valid, because whatever you think
you have proven or disproven is not the God he experiences
in prayer and liturgy but a philosophical idol. Is there or is
there not a sufficient reason for this being to be?, the court
wants to know. If there are reasons, are they empirical or a
priori? Are they good or bad? That is what the court has
assembled to decide. What does the defendant have to say for
himself? What’s that you say? Nothing but a few hymns,
some pious prayers, and a bit of incense? Whom can he call in
his defense? Shakers and Quakers and Spirit-seers all in heat?
Next case!

The metaphor of the “court” of reason is one of the per-
vasive features of Kant’s quintessential formulation of mod-
ernity and Enlightenment. Modernity has a powerful sense of
jurisdiction, of the need to settle questions of law, quid juris:
with what right may we say that S is P, and whose domain or
jurisdiction is it to do so? As well as questions of fact, quid facti:
what are the objective data? Do we have empirical studies?
The moderns have a rigorous sense of boundaries, limits, and
proper domains, and they make everything turn on drawing



these boundaries neatly and cleanly. They insist on drawing
sharp lines between subject and object, consciousness and the
external world, science and religion, faith and reason, public
and private, rational and irrational, empirical and a priori,
cognitive and non-cognitive, fact and value, is and ought,
descriptive and normative, sacred and profane, religious and
secular. In making these discriminations, they made or
invented the very categories they were discriminating, none
of which had existed, and certainly not in these precise terms,
before modernity. While the communication of the soul with
God, with “You,” could not have been more “intimate” to
Augustine and Anselm, they would have been astonished to
hear that it was therefore subjective, private, and non-
cognitive. Augustine said if you want to find God, the most
real and transcendent being of all, do not go outside, but
remain at home, within the soul. If you go in (intra me) you
will go up (supra me). While Augustine and his successors
certainly distinguished faith and reason, they treated this dis-
tinction like markers or milestones along a continuous path of
upward ascent, marking off stages in a continuous movement
of the entire community. They did not think of them as two
separate and discrete spheres or domains, disjoined from each
other as the internal from the external and the private from
the public.

This all comes to a head in Kant’s “three Critiques,” his
critical discrimination of the lines to be drawn among know-
ledge (the true), ethics (the good), and “aesthetics” (the
beautiful), which constituted a critical delineation of the
domain of “Reason.” To these three he adds, in a later book,
the space that can be carved out for “religion within the limits
of reason alone.” For Kant, to take one example, the “work of
art” is the occasion of a subjective feeling of beauty, but it is
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deprived of any “truth” content. That would lay the founda-
tions for a later aestheticism, art for art’s sake, and the image
of the Bohemian artist, an image that the great commissioned
artists of the Renaissance would have found baffling. The
modern art gallery is a testimony to the power of the dis-
criminations Kant made and reinforced. Here numerous
works of art, from many different times and places, hang on
the wall to be passed in review before an aesthetic subject
who looks them over on weekends (if they have a timed
ticket). The art gallery is a characteristically modern institution,
where art is detached from the rest of public life and made
into a picture for the pleasure of a subject-viewer, while the
art of the ancient and medieval world melted into their life of
politics and prayer. Kant’s “three Critiques” produced the effect
of an archipelago that left us all island hopping from science
to ethics to art. In religion, Kant said, we take the moral law,
which is the voice of Reason, also to be the voice of God. So
God does not get his own island but must build his temple on
the island of ethics. That means that we should distinguish the
rational element in religion, which is its universal ethical con-
tent, from the superstitions, supernatural dogmas, and cultic
practices which vary from one religion to another.

When Lessing wrote Nathan the Wise, he dramatized a good
Enlightenment point. In response to a trap question put to
him by Saladin, the Muslim Sultan of Jerusalem, about which
faith is the one true religion, Christianity, Judaism, or Islam,
Nathan, a wise Jewish merchant and diplomat (Lessing’s
stand-in for Moses Mendelsohn), tells the Sultan a parable
about three rings (Act III, sc. 7). Three sons are given identical
rings, one of which has the power to make its owner beloved
of God, but since none of the three is sure which ring has this
special power, the only way each son can prove his claim to



have the authentic ring is to lead an exemplary ethical life that
makes him truly worthy of God’s love. The three rings repre-
sent the three great religions of the Book, all of which are
equally true in the eyes of God.

If we go back to our characterization of a religious person
as someone who has made a pact with the impossible, then
we can say that Kant is a policeman who patrols the borders of
the possible. Indeed, Kant is the Chief of Police. Kant is always
telling us what is possible and what is not, always laying
down the conditions of the possibility of this or that, of sci-
ence or art, of ethics or religion, and all along trying to con-
tain them rigorously within their borders. That is why he is so
deterministic about science, moralistic about ethics, and aes-
theticizing about art, and why he shrinks religion down to
ethics. There are no fuzzy edges or blended shades in Kant’s
world. He does not allow these spheres to interpenetrate each
other and he has no interest in opening them up to what lies
beyond their horizon of possibility, to the impossible. Even-
tually, when this all got a little boring and you told him about
the impossible, he would accuse you of what he called
Schwidrmerei, a kind of irrational exuberance which proves that
you are a little mad. (Which of course we are, but with a
divine madness, which is vastly to be preferred to the sanity
of German philosophers. But that is to get ahead of my story.)

OUR PROPHETS: KIERKEGAARD AND NIETZSCHE
Hegel rightly thought that the oppositional, dichotomizing
way of thinking of modernity that had come to a head in Kant
was a mistake, and he put it to the torch. He thought that Kant
was trading in “abstract” concepts of the “understanding,”
thin, one-sided, formal schemata that dissolve into the richer
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unity of concrete life. He thought that Kant’s “moral law” was
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a formal and empty morality for morality’s sake that acquired
content and teeth only in the concrete ethical and social life of
an historical community. He criticized Kant’s predilection for
timeless a prioris for failing to see that reason’s necessities
unfold in time, that universals require the body of particular-
ity to develop, that eternity needs time in order to spread its
wings. By insisting on the historically situated character of
reason, and by criticizing the abstract and ahistorical thinking
of Enlightenment rationality, Hegel was clearly on to some-
thing. But Hegel never questioned Kant’s Enlightenment idea
that reason is a “system,” which led Hegel to argue that the
historical process was governed from within by a law of Div-
ine Reason. Hegel trumped Kant’s abstract “understanding”
with historical “Reason,” which is the power to apprehend
the convergence of opposites in the concrete historical world,
and to see that history is the autobiography of God in time.
But every time that Hegel said that Christianity painted a
beautiful religious “picture” of which he was delivering the
hard-core “conceptual truth,” that his philosophy was
“Christianity” raised up to the level of Reason, Kierkegaard
howled in pain. In a series of passionate, brilliant, and witty
pseudonymous works, Kierkegaard complained that the God
of Abraham and Isaac had not come into the world in order to
get an account of himself from German metaphysicians. In
contrast to the apostolic age of Christianity, the pseudonyms
complained, when it took the courage to face the lions to call
oneself a Christian, today the whole world (they meant West-
ern Europe) calls itself Christian. In “Christendom,” a term of
abuse Kierkegaard used to describe a world with too many
philosophers and too few lions, where everyone thinks they
are Christian, the essential task is to get beyond Christian faith
to Reason, the System, philosophical Truth. But, as “Johannes



de Silentio” objected, far from surpassing father Abraham, he
has spent a whole life trying without success to get as far as
the fearsome and awesome faith, the fear and trembling, that
accompanied the patriarch up to Mount Moriah.

It is with Kierkegaard, I would say, that the “post-" in what
we call post-modern or post-secular or post-metaphysical first
surfaced. Against the “System,” Kierkegaard took his stand
with the “singular individual” — for the God of the Scriptures
has numbered every hair on our head and counted every tear,
and God prefers the single lost sheep to the ninety-nine safely
in the fold (the “millions™). By refocusing us on our own
religious purity of heart, Kierkegaard brings us back to
Augustine, back on our knees before God, coram deo. The
external worldly “results” of our actions are in God’s hands.
History is not the story of the Eternal unfolding rationally in
time, but the mind-numbing event of the altogether astonish-
ing intervention of the Eternal into time in the Moment of the
God-become-man, a crashing of the party of reason and his-
tory by the God who assumes the form of a servant, which
scandalizes the Jews and confounds the philosophers.

Back in the middle of the twentieth century, we honored
Kierkegaard as the “father of Existentialism,” whereas today a
good many “post-modernists” number him among their
prime progenitors. Kierkegaard is the whistle-blower, the
bleeding individual being chewed up by the Philosophical
System who first shouts “Enough! Somebody get me out of
here!” Out of the nineteenth century, out of World History,
out of Absolute Philosophy! Kierkegaard was being driven
mad by all this Reason, suffocating from all this Absolute
Knowledge. Like the author of the Letter to the Romans, his
brilliant and caustic pseudonymous authors do not think
that the world makes sense, or that human beings could lift
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themselves up by the bootstraps of their own Philosophical
Reason, or that the soundness of the Moral Law would make
us whole. He thought that the opening monologue in the first
scene of Shakespeare’s Richard IIT — “I that am rudely stamped,
and want love’s majesty . ..” (Act I, sc. i) — was worth more
than all the moral theories of the philosophers, which have
not the slightest idea of the terrors of existence. We have all
been wounded by existence like children by a cruel step-
mother, and ethics makes sport of us. He took existence to be
a gaping wound whose bleeding can be stanched only by a
transforming leap of faith, which is why, in my opinion,
one of the predecessor figures of one version of “post-
modernism” is St. Paul.

For Nietzsche, on the other hand, the apostle Paul headed
up the list of people who never would be missed. It never fails
to amaze careful and sympathetic readers of both Nietzsche
and Kierkegaard — it takes a certain type to pull that off — how
deeply convergent and yet how wildly divergent their views
are. Nietzsche is the other nineteenth-century predecessor
figure of the post-modern situation, the other voice desper-
ately crying help, the other academic outsider and renegade
philosopher who took the world to be a wild and untamable
vortex. Like Kierkegaard, Nietzsche was a brilliant stylist who
broke the mold of philosophical propriety by writing in a
madly beautiful, bitingly witty, and unnervingly aphoristic
style that could not live within the academy, who added
another famous pseudonym, “Zarathustra,” to the likes of
“Johannes Climacus” and “Johannes de Silentio.” Both were
miserably unhappy and tormented geniuses who wrote with
their blood; had they ended up happily married, with three
children, and tending their lawns on weekends, we would
likely never have heard a word from them. They had made



pretty much the same diagnosis of the nineteenth century as
the advent of “mass man,” as the triumph of the bourgeois
middle class, with its accompanying mediocrities — mass
values, mass reading habits, mass thinking (or thoughtless-
ness), and the disappearance of singularity and passion. They
were both made green around the gills by the mediocrity of
“Christendom,” by the leveling effects of mass media, and
they practically predicted the emergence of the mediatized
culture of the American suburbs today.

But they prescribed radically different remedies for
recharging the intensity of passion and the courage for singu-
larity in the increasingly moribund culture of nineteenth-
century Europe. For Nietzsche turned to Dionysus, not Christ,
to the ecstasy of aesthetic pleasure, not the passion of
religious faith. Kierkegaard would have agreed with Nietzsche
that “God is dead,” that the life has gone out of European
faith — that is pretty much what defined “Christendom” for
Kierkegaard — but he sought to restore this life by wandering
the ancient streets of old Europe holding the New Testament
over his head and shouting Augustine’s “tolle, lege.” Just take
this Book and read it, anywhere you choose to begin, and you
will see that the comforts of bourgeois Christendom are
everywhere contradicted by the true demands of evangelical
life, for Christian life is the way of the Cross, the immense
difficulty of the passion of faith that needs to be reaffirmed
from moment to moment. Do not be comforted by the
thought that you have been baptized or have signed your
name to the Nicene Creed. That is no different than the
pagans who thought that they could be saved by Philosophy,
or the Jews who thought that they were saved by the Law,
or anybody else who has been duped into thinking that
the world makes Sense. We are not supposed to earn a
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comfortable living off the Crucifixion; we are supposed to be
crucified to the world.

Nietzsche, on the other hand, thought that if you took the
New Testament in hand, you should wear gloves so as not to
be contaminated by it. Nietzsche had a terrifying vision of the
world as so many forces swirling and sweeping their way
across infinite cosmic space, building up and discharging
their energies, forming unstable constellations that soon
enough come undone. We ourselves are proud little animals,
stationed on a distant outpost in some remote corner of the
cosmos, who have no stomach for the cruelty of the cosmic
play. We require a tidier view of the world than is suggested
by all that tumult if we are to get ourselves through the day.
So we invent the categories that we need, words to simplify
the forces and a grammar to organize them for us, like the
“ego” or “self,” “cause” and “law,” along with distinctions
that inspire us and give us guidance, like “truth and falsity,”
“being and appearance,” or “good and evil.” These are all
signs we have made up and sunk into the surface of the forces,
so many fictions of grammar we have devised, like a veil we
weave and then lay over a visage too hideous to behold. But
these words have no purchase on the forces, and underneath
this veil of grammar the forces continue to play themselves
out. Soon enough the distant planet spins itself out and falls
back into its sun and the little animals have to die, disappear-
ing without a trace. Then the forces draw another breath and
continue their dance across an endless cosmic sky.

In both Kierkegaard and Nietzsche, the world is a chaotic
tumult, a senseless game into which we did not ask to be
entered. Why was I not consulted about being born?, one of
the Kierkegaardian pseudonyms asks. Where is the manager
to whom I can make my complaint? In both Kierkegaard and



Nietzsche, the figure of the God torn to pieces holds center
stage. For Nietzsche, “Dionysus” is not a god governing the
world but a god of the world and its life-cycles, the god of the
vine cut back to the stem every fall only to be reborn in the
spring, the god of the festival, of cyclical rebirth, of the end-
less circle of life and death. He who truly says yes to life does
not do so half-heartedly, with his fingers crossed, trying to
take the good without the bad, life without death, joy without
suffering. Rather, he says yes to the whole of life, without
subtraction, attenuation, or substitution, the whole wheel of
becoming, life and death together, for each is linked to the
other in a golden chain. For Kierkegaard, the god torn to
pieces is Christ, and Him crucified, whose sacrifice of blood
washes over us and redeems us from this body of death and
sin, a transcendent God who has come down into the world
and assumed our flesh, which He has allowed to be pierced
and torn, in order to lift us up with Him when He comes
again at the end of time.

In Kierkegaard and Nietzsche, the world of Enlightenment
Reason and of Hegelian Absolute Knowledge is left far
behind. They each foresee in his own way the madness of the
twentieth century, a century whose genocidal violence made
a mockery of Hegel’s sanguine view of history as the auto-
biography of the Spirit in time. That is why the twentieth
century took them as its prophets. Kierkegaard and Nietzsche
sketch the lines of a world after the Enlightenment, after
Hegel, after Philosophy, writ large. For after the fury with
which Kierkegaard bit into the hide of German metaphysics,
and after the way that Nietzsche told the tale of how the “Real
World” that the philosophers conjured up had become a
“fable,” no one would dare write Philosophy large again.

By the end of the nineteenth century God was indeed all
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but dead among the intellectuals. Religious faith had become
scientifically dubious (Darwin), psychoanalytically twisted
(Freud), and economically and politically reactionary (Marx),
while Kierkegaard was saying that Christian faith represented
a leap into the Absurd. The view from the pews was largely
unshaken by all this. Modernity had no spiritual vision to
offer in the place of the one it had torn down, which is
perhaps why religion still prospered among the poor and
uneducated rank and file in the churches. But religion was
dead or dying fast among its learned despisers who con-
fidently predicted that it was destined to disappear as science
progressed and the general level of learning rose.
But it just did not work out that way.

DESECULARIZATION: THE DEATH OF THE DEATH OF GOD
The status of God and religion had undergone a deep trans-
formation in modernity. Failing to meet the muster of
“objective” proof and demonstration, religion was lodged
deep in the domain of subjectivity. There it was either con-
sidered safe and sheltered from the harsh lights of its critics
and cherished by those who nourished religious faith as
something that belongs to the realm of the “heart,” or it was
written off by the heartless, hard-nosed scientifically minded
as some kind of purely private buzz. “Faith” now stood in
much sharper contrast with “reason” than could ever have
been imagined by the authors of the Confessions or Proslogion,
who viewed their books as an exercise in fides quaerens intellectum.
Reduced to a thinner, more emotive phenomenon, more a
matter of an interior commitment or existential passion, faith
had little or no purchase on the nature of things. What had
disappeared under the guns of modernity was the robust faith
of the medievals where fides and intellectus, the love of learning



and the love of God, went hand in hand. The middle term, an
inner lining of metaphysical or speculative theological
reason — and our own St. Augustine was the crucial player in
the formation of this lining — that moved confidently between
metaphysics and prayer, had melted away under the heat of
modernist criticism. Uniting the spirit of Greek metaphysics
with their biblical faith, the medievals — Christian, Jewish, and
Islamic — were just as at home with thinking philosophically
about God and God’s relationship with the world (including
even detailed accounts of the “spiritual substances,” angels)
as they were at prayer.

Now in my efforts to reinstate a dialogue with pre-modern
thinkers, I do not think that we can get the old metaphysical
style of arguing that the medievals cherished back on its feet. I
have not given up on philosophy, but I take philosophy to be
a phenomenological, not a metaphysical or speculative enter-
prise, that is, I steer its nose close to the earth of concrete
description. Besides, if we go back still further, before the medi-
eval age of faith seeking understanding, back to the world of
the Scriptures, we find a situation in which faith flourished
but without the metaphysical back-up, without the thick carpet
of metaphysical rationality upon which faith and reason
could curl up with each other in medieval times. Indeed, St.
Paul took great delight in berating Greek philosophers about
the futility of their speculations and urging upon them the
need for what Kierkegaard, who was going back to Paul,
called the leap of faith. So clearly this lack of a robust
metaphysical theology was no impediment to faith and
religion; it was a characteristic of biblical faith, both Hebrew
and Christian. The metaphysical theology had come later,
when Christianity, having become the established religion
of the Roman Empire, had come to terms with Hellenistic
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learning, a program that had first gotten off the ground with
Philo Judaeus back in first-century cg Alexandria. That made
possible a phenomenon like “Christian Neoplatonism,”
which is the world to which Augustine belonged. But neither
Jesus nor Paul, neither the early apostolic communities nor
the rabbinic tradition before them, had a head for “metaphys-
ics,” which was a Greek idea — whence Tertullian’s famous
question, “what does Athens have to do with Jerusalem?”.
That produces an interesting effect, a fascinating mirror
play between the earliest biblical and apostolic age and what
fairly secular continental philosophers have recently been call-
ing “the deconstruction of metaphysics” or “overcoming
metaphysics,” in which we see a certain recuperation or repe-
tition of the pre-metaphysical situation of faith. That puts
Nietzsche and St. Paul on the same page, at least on this point
(which would certainly have given Nietzsche one more of his
famous migraines). Nietzsche had argued for the historical
contingency of our constructions, the revisability and reform-
ability of our beliefs and practices, all of which, as he said, are
“perspectives” that we take on the world and that have
emerged in order to meet the needs of life. Of course, he used
that argument to torpedo what he called the “Christian Pla-
tonic” tradition, the unholy wedding of two great despisers of
the body (some wedding night!), under whose cruel rule, he
complained, the West has suffered too long. In that respect,
Nietzsche’s thought can be joined up with that of Marx and
Freud as part of the continuing Enlightenment critique of
religion, a further extension of the argument for secularism.
But any such supposed alignment of Nietzsche with the
Enlightenment — a ruse that Walter Kaufmann employed for
years to make Nietzsche look good to the Anglo-American
philosophical establishment at Princeton — is inherently



unstable and bound to come unstuck. Marx and Freud always
insisted (to the point of protesting too much) that they were
“scientific” thinkers. But Nietzsche thought that science was
just one more version of Christian Platonism, that the death of
“God” implies the death of “absolute truth,” including the
absolutism of scientific truth; physics too is a perspective.
Nietzsche was trying to argue that Christianity was crucified
on its own Cross: by insisting that God is truth and hence on
the need for the faithful to be truthful, Christians ought
finally to be brought to the point of honestly and truthfully
confessing that Christianity too is another fabrication. But a
surprising thing happened on the way to the death of God:
Enlightenment secularism also got crucified on the same
Cross, and that spelled the death of the death of God.
Nietzsche’s argument boomeranged in a way that nobody
saw coming. What the contemporary post-Nietzschean lovers
of God, religion, and religious faith took away from Nietzsche
was that psychoanalysis (Freud), the unyielding laws of dia-
lectical materialism (Marx), and the will to power itself
(Nietzsche) are also perspectives, aso constructions, or fictions
of grammar. They are also just so many contingent ways of
construing the world under contingent circumstances that
eventually outlive their usefulness when circumstances
change. That is, Marx and Freud, along with Nietzsche him-
self, find themselves hoisted with Nietzsche’s petard, their
critiques of religion having come undone under the gun of
Nietzsche’s critique of the possibility of making a critique
that would cut to the quick — of God, nature, or history.
Enlightenment secularism, the objectivist reduction of
religion to something other than itself — say, to a distorted
desire for one’s mommy, or to a way to keep the ruling
authorities in power — is one more story told by people with
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historically limited imaginations, with contingent concep-
tions of reason and history, of economics and labor, of nature
and human nature, of desire, sexuality, and women, and of
God, religion, and faith. All these reductionistic critiques of
religion turn out to be, on Nietzsche’s own account, more
varieties of what Nietzsche called the “ascetic ideal,” a belief
in a rigorous and unbending order of “Objective Truth.” For
Nietzsche’s assertion that “God is dead” had a wide sweep
that included Absolute Truth, Physics, and the Laws of
Grammar, anything that tries to hold the center firm. The
declaration of the “death of God” is aimed at decapitating
anything that dares Capitalize itself, which included not just
the smoke and incense of the Christian mysteries, but any-
thing that claims to be the Final Word. That had the amazing
and unforeseen effect of catching up hard-ball reductionistic
and atheistic critiques of religion in its sweep.

The danger here is that what would emerge from this
Nietzscheanized historical critique is an “anything goes”
relativism — nothing is true, everything is possible, one belief
or perspective is as good as another. That danger was not
always resisted by the “academic left,” which Allan Bloom
grumpily but accurately called the “Nietzscheanized left,”
those lovers of Nietzsche who headed in the direction of an
aestheticized view, not only of art, but of science and ethics,
which made them vulnerable to the objection of relativism.
That is why I insist that the “post-secular” style should arise
by way of a certain iteration of the Enlightenment, a continu-
ation of the Enlightenment by another means, the production
of a New Enlightenment, one that is enlightened about the
limits of the old one. The “post-" in “post-secular” should
not be understood to mean “over and done with” but rather
after having passed through modernity, so that there is no danger of



the emergence of an irrational relativistic left, on the one
hand, or of a lapsing back into a conservative pre-modernism
masquerading under the guise of post-modern, on the other,
which is the sort of thing that is going on right now in a
“post-secular” movement that describes itself with the
unnerving, angry, and resentful title “Radical Orthodoxy.”
Radical Orthodoxy is a good deal more orthodox than radical,
has managed to convince itself that God came into the world
in order to side with Christian Neoplatonism against post-
structuralism, and appears utterly dumbfounded by the fact
that medieval metaphysics has lost its grip on contemporary
thinkers. A more enlightened Enlightenment is no longer
taken in by the dream of Pure Objectivity, even as it deploys a
new idea of reason that is no longer taken in by the illusion of
Pure Reason. It has a post-critical sense of critique that is criti-
cal of the idea that we can establish air-tight borders around
neatly discriminated spheres or regions like knowledge,
ethics, art, and religion. By carefully tweaking modernity, we
can give it a post-modern twist.

So far be it from me to say that modernity and seculariza-
tion were a bad idea. As beautiful as the Proslogion is, the philo-
sophical texts of those days are devoid of the voice of women
and they are silent about the world of serfs that supported
them from below. Augustine spent a lot more time fretting
over stolen pears than about the fate of his unnamed
common-law wife, from whom he severed himself at the
time of his conversion. Heaven protect me from lamenting
the break-up of a top-down trickle-down hierarchical con-
ception of power or the break-up of deep metaphysical sys-
tems that tried to lend the weight of Being or of God to purely
contingent political orders and historically contingent philo-
sophical and theological formulations of the traditional faith.
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That is why it is always the Augustine of the Confessions that I
invoke, the intensely personal story of the conversion of a
man of prayers and tears, not his more metaphysical rumin-
ations and not the City of God, where the bishop in Augustine
comes out swinging.

I am not prepared to dismiss Descartes, who started some-
thing that led to the most modern idea of all, the idea that in a
way defines modernity: that we have the right to say what we
think, to think what we want, to publish what we think, to
think or publish or doubt or believe anything, without fear of
censorship, excommunication, exile, or execution. The only
limits on such rights are the rights of others to do the same
and to enjoy the same freedoms. The only criteria for evaluat-
ing such beliefs are their plausibility and capability of surviv-
ing in a public debate. That’s the defining idea of modernity,
the light of the Enlightenment, and I love that idea very much.
The post-modern idea, if that is a word we can still employ,
which casts a shadow on all that light, is to insist that we all
understand that a free and public debate and the unforced
force of pure reason are also fictions and hence that they do
not guarantee fairness or a good outcome, not by a long shot.
That idea I dso love (a good mind, it has been said, is one that
can cling tenaciously to two contradictory ideas). That is
because wealth, educational advantages, linguistic, historical,
cultural, and nationalist prejudices, racism, sexism, and the
influence of special interests inevitably distort public debates,
public elections, and public space generally, which is always
curved in somebody’s favor. The post-modernists do not have
a better alternative except to suggest that we try to conduct
public debates, in politics and academies, in the full realiz-
ation that there is no such thing as an undistorted perspective
and try to correct for that. There is no unforced force of pure



reason or ideal speech situation, no view from nowhere or
timeless ahistorical answer; there is no one right answer to
most questions. There are many different and competing
beliefs and practices and we should make every reasonable
effort to accommodate them, to let many flowers bloom.
Including the flowers of religion. For what no one saw
coming was the way the Nietzschean critique undoes the
modernist critique of religion and opens the doors to another
way of thinking about faith and reason. The result of a more
sober reading of Nietzsche is not relativism and irrationalism
but a heightened sense of the contingency and revisability of
our constructions, not the jettisoning of reason but a rede-
scription of reason, one that is a lot more reasonable than the
bill of goods about an overarching, transhistorical Rationality
that the Enlightenment tried to sell us. For that is a highly
unreasonable Reason, a hyper-enlightened illusion that no
one can live up to. No one foresaw that Nietzsche’s theory of
fictions would converge with the biblical critique of idols, of
mistaking our own graven images for the divinity. In this way
of looking at things, the Enlightenment and its idea of Pure
Reason are on the side of Aaron and the golden calf, while
Nietzsche, God forbid, he who philosophizes with a hammer,
stands on the side of Moses as a smasher of idols, and stands
right beside Paul giving the Corinthians holy hell about the
idols of the philosophers. That opens the door for a notion
like the love of God, the idea I love most of all, to get another
hearing among the intellectuals. For it is a bald Enlightenment
prejudice, unvarnished reductionism, to try to run that idea
out of town and to denounce it as sucking on your thumb and
longing for your mommy. The name of God is the name of
the impossible, and the love of God transports us beyond
ourselves and the constraints imposed upon the world by
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what the Aufkldrer called “reason” and Kant called the condi-
tions of possibility, transporting us toward the impossible.
Today, Marx, Nietzsche, and Freud are all dead but God is
doing just fine, thank you very much.

In the wake of Nietzsche and many others — Wittgenstein
and Heidegger foremost among them — philosophers today
have largely rejected the idea that there is some proud over-
arching thing called “Reason” and they have settled instead
for the humbler idea of “good reasons,” in the plural and in
lower case. Their idea is not to reject reason but to redefine
and historicize it as a historically contingent “take” we have
on things — which makes it look a lot more like “faith” — the
best one available at the time and the one we go along with
until we are forced to revise it by some unexpected turn of
events. These philosophers have a more modest sense of how
far our concepts cut, a heightened sense of the difficulty of
things, and a sharper sense of knowledge as a more
open-ended, fluid, mobile, less logo-centric undertaking.
Knowledge for them does not require freedom from presup-
positions, but it is seen as uniquely structured by presupposi-
tions that should be as supple and fertile as possible. They
think that disciplined learning in the sciences and the human-
ities has a lot more to do with the insights and instincts of the
well trained, the suggestions and questions of the initiates,
imagination, a measure of good luck, and an ability to cope
with an utterly unexpected turn of events than with the
much-vaunted “method” of modernity. Their idea of “rea-
son” looks a lot more like what Aristotle called phronesis, which
means the practical good sense to know how to apply rela-
tively general and empty schemata in very concrete circum-
stances, allowing for the differences. They have a sharper ear
for the “other” and the anomaly and a sharper sense of the



ITINTS

prison house of the “same,” that is, of the way “I,” “we,” and

“our” tend to be traps set for us by an inherited way of
thinking and doing things. They have not jettisoned phil-
osophy but have taken up philosophy in a humbler, uncapital-
ized condition, pursuing more modest philosophical projects.
They do not think that there are rigorous borders between
faith and reason, public and private, subject and object, polit-
ics and science or religion, but that these things have a dis-
concerting way of running together and that it is an artifice to
try to separate them too stringently.

Philosophers have largely rejected the idea that there is
some overarching meta-language (say, the language of atomic
sub-particles) into which the various particular languages can
be translated and adjudicated and they have taken up the idea
of what Wittgenstein dubbed “language games.” There are
multiple games, each with its own internal rules of consist-
ency and meaning, each of which serves a different end. On
that telling it would be a mistake to try to translate or to
reduce one game to the other, to reduce what is going on in a
prayer, for example (which clearly belongs to an especially
religious language game), to the terms of economics or psy-
choanalysis. Something would surely get lost in the transla-
tion (namely, the prayer).

Philosophers have largely rejected the idea that there is
some overarching meta-narrative, some vast “story” of what
is going on in “Western” history, like the old story of the
emancipation of the masses (Marx), which is the left-wing
version of Hegel’s “History of the Spirit,” or the latest ver-
sion, the end of history as the triumph of the free-market
economy (Francis Fukuyama), which represents the right-
wing version of Hegel. They denounce such stories as “total-
izing” and they are more inclined to see history in terms of
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innumerable little narratives, competing stories that throw
the big picture into question (which is why I distrust my own
story about pre-modern, modern, and post-modern as too
clear, too neat, too “totalizing™). They keep an eye out for the
little ones, the voices and languages and peoples of the past
that were ground up in the Big Story that history tells, which
tends to be the story told by the winners.

What interests me is how, after the big guns of these great
philosophical warships from Plato to Hegel grew silent, the
still small voice of religion could once again be heard. Now-
adays we even find important “secular” philosophers like
Jacques Derrida and the late Jean-Francois Lyotard attending
once more to the prayers and tears of St. Augustine, not to
mention Heidegger, whose Being and Time was in no small part
inspired by the Tenth Book of the Confessions, or French femi-
nist philosopher Luce Irigaray meditating on the “divine” —all
in search of the God who comes “after metaphysics.” To the
great astonishment of learned despisers of religion every-
where, who have been predicting the death of God from the
middle of the nineteenth century right up to Y2K, religion in
all of its manifold varieties has returned. Even to say that is
misleading, since religion was reported missing mostly by the
intellectuals; no one outside the academy thought that it had
gone anywhere at all. Religion has returned even among
avant-garde intellectuals who have given it a new legitimacy
by discrediting its discreditors, suspecting its suspectors,
doubting its doubters, unmasking its unmaskers.

The flower of religion is one of the blossoms in our
post-modern anthology.



The Force Be With You
Three

In this little treatise On Religion, which is turning out to be a
treatise On the Impossible, I have been arguing that the impos-
sible has recently become possible again, that the very force of
modernist criticism when turned on itself opens the way for
a post-critical and post-secular posture that accommodates
the passion for the impossible. That movement of living on
the limit of the possible, in hope for and expectation of the
impossible, a reality beyond the real, which I take to be the
mark of a religious sensibility, has survived the secularizing
and reductionistic critiques that have been directed against
religion for the better part of the last two centuries.

But the world described by this much-abused word “post-
modern” is also “post-industrial.” The setting in which the
contemporary religious sensibility finds itself has been dra-
matically altered, not only from the pre-Copernican world of
the Scriptures, but even from the Newtonian world of chunks
of matter in motion. We live and hope and pray and weep in a
world of high-tech advanced telecommunication systems, a
dizzying, digitalized world that is changing everything. Yet far
from falling prey to the prophets of the death of God, far from
dying a digitalized death, the divinity simply takes on new
digitalized high-tech life. Religion shows every sign of adapt-
ing with Darwinian dexterity (to use an analogy that would
give the fundamentalists no comfort), of flourishing in a new
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high-tech form, and of entering into an amazing symbiosis
with the “virtual culture.”

The reason for this, in my view, is that, far from under-
mining religious sensibilities, the advanced communication
technologies are actually trading in religious goods and thus
provide a new space, a cyberspace, for religious imagination.
For if, as I have been arguing, religion disturbs our sense of
reality and leaves us a little unhinged, if it causes our pre-set
sense of the real and the possible to tremble by exposing us to
something hyper-real, then the communications revolution
going on in our midst, with its accompanying sense of “virtual
reality,” which gives us the power to “visit” distant “sites” in
cyberspace with the click of a mouse, is laced with religious
implications. We have begun, God help us, to tamper with
our sense of what is real. But is that not what every religious
figure from the Jewish prophet to the televangelist has
dreamed of doing? To break the grip of material actuality and
open our eyes to being otherwise, to a dimension beyond
reality that lifts the limits imposed upon us by presence and
actuality — is that not something that classical religion has
been trying to do ever since Moses took a hammer to Aaron’s
golden calf, which tried to contract the transcendence of God
to a physical object?

But how is it possible to love the Most High while also
loving high-tech and relishing technology’s spectral, virtual,
surreal effects? What inner communication transpires
between theophilia and technophilia, angels and computer
technologies, religion and the internet companies whose
daily feats are recorded in the volatile Nasdag composite
index? No one saw this coming. This is not the way the death
of God squad thought things would turn out! What is going
on? In heaven’s name!



CYBER-SPIRITS

If the philosophers were investment counselors, we would all
be broke. As we saw in the previous chapter, they have been
confidently assuring us ever since the nineteenth century that
God is dead, or will be quite soon. At the very least, they say,
the divinity is not feeling very well and can hardly be
expected to last out the week. But here we are at the dawn of
the twenty-first century and religion is alive and well. The old
bumper sticker has come true. “God is dead — Nietzsche.
Nietzsche is dead — God.” The various confessional faiths con-
tinue to flourish, not only in third-world and underdeveloped
countries, where there are days when the only thing you
think you can do to improve your lot is to sink to your knees
and pray for divine intervention, but also in the United States,
where, according to the polls, the vast majority (some 95
percent according to some studies) of the most prosperous
people the world has ever known profess belief in God.
Religious faith is flourishing in all its varieties, from the
elbow-patched tweedy membership of the American Acad-
emy of Religion to everyday life in the pews and parishes to
the spine-tingling religious experiences reported by the
guests on Oprah. An astonishing number of people profess to
believe in angels, in addition to which not a few mention
believing in UFOs, alien abductions, and “channeling.”
Indeed, even the entertainment industry has had its hopes
raised by numerous sightings of Elvis (none confirmed as
yet). The TV show Touched by an Angel is a success in the ratings,
and The Celestine Prophecy, a book that tells us that we should
treat coincidences as marks of divine intervention, was a
national bestseller. Most people believe in heaven (and, pre-
dictably, most people also believe that they are going to
heaven!). Authorial envy prevents me from observing that
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Stephen King’s tales of preternatural events have made him a
millionaire many times over. Anyone with a taste for such
things can regularly hear remarkable stories about all sorts of
paranormal events and interventions in the lives of the people
who are guests on the daytime TV talk shows. Visit any of the
large-chain bookstores, like Borders or Barnes and Noble, and
you will find almost as many books on angels (check the
“New Age” section) as you will find on how to run the latest
version of Microsoft Windows. For the people buying these
books, the angel in Luke’s nativity story is not a standard
literary vehicle in a religious narrative (the word just means
“messenger”), which is what scriptural scholars will tell you,
but the proper name of a spiritual entity who will answer to
the proper name “Gabriel,” if he has ears (and if he is a “he,”
which would require having something else). A recent search
I conducted of Amazon.com under the subject “angels”
yielded 2,416 titles, all of which could easily be fitted on the
head of an electronic pin (microchip). Furthermore, you can
instantly purchase any one of these books with a click of a
mouse that sends a signal across cyberspace with the speed of
light or of — well — a disembodied spirit to a virtual bookstore
which “contains” millions of books!

So we are faced with an amazing — shall we say an
impossible? — situation: the simultaneous flourishing of sci-
ence and religion, and indeed, at its extremes, of advanced
hardball science along with some far-out screwball super-
stition. We live in a world where the most sophisticated
scientific and high-tech achievements cohabit not only with
traditional religion but also with the most literal-minded
fundamentalisms, New-Age spiritualities, and belief in all
sorts of bizarre, hocus-pocus phenomena. One has to wonder,
of course, how deeply, if at all, some of this cuts into the lives



of these people, whether any of it stays hatred, anger, and
dishonesty or elicits generosity and love in daily life. But the
wave of religiosity is not confined to the fringes. Most people
believe in God and a good many of them associate themselves
with the traditional confessions, although the proliferation of
so much other strange and untraditional stuff going on makes
one wonder if the traditional structures are going to hold up.
To be sure, to a certain extent this wild proliferation of the
strangest beliefs does not refute but confirms the death of
God. For the name of God as the name of the transforming
future, as the name of justice for the least of God’s children, is
indeed dead as a doornail in books like Deepak Chopra’s The
Seven Spiritual Laws of Success, which instructs us about the pursuit
of wealth based on the venerable spiritual principle that greed
is good. I shall come back to the vacuity of this wave of
superstition below, but I am at present more interested in
pursuing the amazing symbiosis of religion and techno-
science in the post-secular world.

According to the nineteenth-century positivist philo-
sophers, none of this, traditional or fringe, mainstream or off
the map, should be going on by now. The rapid growth of
science and technology was supposed to spell the end of the
old God. So why has not the swift progress of scientific
research induced a pronounced scepticism about spiritual
entities instead of co-existing with a prosperous spirituality
industry? (And a prosperous industry it is; capitalism, bless its
heart, if it has one, knows very well that there is a market
there!) Why is it that both the various traditional faiths and
various far-out practices are flourishing (while nobody reads
the philosophers)?

I'see all this as a continuation of the case against modernity,
of the delimitation of modernity that I sketched in the
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preceding chapter. When it comes to religion, the two oppos-
ing camps of modernity — the Enlightenment and Romanti-
cism — have both been proven wrong. As we have just seen,
recent philosophy has become disenchanted with the disen-
chanters of the forest, distrustful of those hard-nosed men of
the Enlightenment who were sure that religious fantasies
were like mushrooms that would perish in the light of scien-
tific rationality. But the Romantics, who represent the flip side
of the Enlightenment, who warned us about the destructive
hybris of the march of science and technology —Mary Shelley’s
Frankenstein: Or, the Modern Prometheus (1818) was one of its most
popular moments — were no less mistaken. The Romantics
feared and lamented the “flight of the gods” under the
onslaught of modern technology, a point that was pressed in
the twentieth century by the German philosopher Martin
Heidegger. But Heidegger and the Romantics were both
thinking of the filthy “smokestack technologies,” not the
“clean,” spirit-like post-industrial high-tech world that is as
light as an electron and requires no more effort than a click of
the mouse. The old-fashioned opposition of technology and
religion was forged in the dusty mines and grimy factories of
the industrial revolution, not the virtual world of post-
industrial cyberspace, where the main menace to our health is
not black lung disease but carpal tunnel syndrome, caused by
sitting in front of a computer all day.

Today, when we hitch a ride on the electronic circuits that
form the invisible ribs of a vast virtual world we soar like pure
spirits, sailing effortlessly and with breathtaking speed across
staggering distances. We make a mockery of the “old” idea of
“matter,” a clunky, hard, dumb, dense stuff that takes up
space and sits around waiting to be moved by a mover
(Aristotle) or that just keeps on moving mindlessly until



something stops it (Newton), but in either case lacks the wits
to act on its own. Today we are learning how to get rid of
matter, which is fast going out of style, and replacing it with a
more subtle idea, with the idea of a more subtle stuff, rather
the way “the Force” in Star Wars — I shall return to this point
shortly — simply eludes the spirit/matter disjunction. The reso-
lution of the mind/body debate that has kept philosophers
employed for two and a half millennia will turn on seeing
that both conscious life and material bodies are a function of a
more subtle third thing that is not quite matter or spirit.

We no longer need real physical retail stores in order to
shop for merchandise, or need to haul our bodies laboriously
around from place to place in search of the best price on a
new car, or to trot off to the library, trekking up and down
staircases and rooting among voluminous and dusty shelves
to find a book. Not when we can surf the web in seconds and
order a book with a click, or even just download text from an
electronic data-base. The storied Oxford English Dictionary is now
“on line,” while anything needed by patristics scholars, a
hoary lot, if ever there was one, is a click away on their com-
puters in the vast resources of the Patrologia Latina and the Patrologia
Graeca on line. Even the old Encyclopaedia Britannica has been
compressed to a flow of electrons in cyberspace, replacing the
imposing physical presence of dark oak bookcases filled with
all ninety volumes that testified so conspicuously to the dedi-
cation of affluent suburban parents to their children’s edu-
cational well being (which also solves the problem of how to
divide the volumes after the divorce). Today, when you hit a
bit of hypertext in a text, you are invited to spread your
cybernetic wings, to leave the page you are reading, to lift
yourself beyond the limits of the room in which you are
seated, to sail across the seas, to enter an old library or to
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explore some distant “site” which is but a point and click
away. We can, without moving our gross and heavy bodies an
inch, sail swiftly across space and enter the Louvre, summon
up old lLatin manuscripts in distant libraries, or hear the
voices and see the faces of the people we are writing about on
our word-processing systems.

We carry cell phones around whose signals easily penetrate
thick walls and link us instantly across continents and wide
oceans while we stroll through shopping centers or try to
steer our cars with one hand (the accident rate, not surpris-
ingly, is rising). These satellite technologies have bled into
our sense of space: they awaken a living and working sense of
a revolving planet rotating around the sun and they disturb
our innate pre-Copernican sense of a flat immobile earth. We
email people all over the world in different time zones with-
out so much as licking a stamp. We are gradually being
relieved of the grossness of material reality by waves of elec-
trons racing hither and yon, sweeping us off to distant places
on the other side of the round earth, up and down unimagin-
ably small silicon and neurological circuits that support our
computers and our conscious life and that extend our dense
and heavy bodies into infinity, or so it seems. We have broken
the contraction of our bodies to the ground beneath us and
to the containing space that surrounds us and we have
allowed them to fly through space at electronic speed.
If Heidegger liked to quote the line from the German
Romantic poet Friedrich Holderlin, “poetically does man
dwell upon the earth,” we today get a bigger surge out of
sailing cybernetically around the earth.

We have divined a way to mime the angels who intervened
to spring the apostles Peter and Paul from jail (Acts 5:19;
12:7) and to render our bodies into ethereal wisps that pass



through the solid substance of walls like the risen Jesus visit-
ing the frightened disciples. The old debate between mind
and matter is fast becoming as antiquated as a debate about
the relative merits of various sorts of fountain pens. “Matter”
is going out of style. The electron is turning out to be the
Cartesian “pineal gland” which mediates in the obsolete
opposition of mind and matter as the lines between these two
antagonists in the ancient dualism are blurred by the elec-
tronic revolution. More and more we live our lives in a kind
of virtual, spectral spirit world — if we are prosperous enough
to own a computer, which is a point I shall revisit below.
(Nobody sleeping under a bridge has brought along a laptop
to check the latest Dow-Jones average.) Matter is on the way
out and materialism is for technophobes who are afraid to
buy a computer. We jog and exercise not only for our health
but in order to reestablish contact with our embodiment, to
reassure ourselves that we still have a body. We still get sick and
die, which is a big reminder of embodiment, as big as it gets,
but we are working on that. By the end of the twenty-first
century the killer diseases of today will have gone the way of
diphtheria; vital organs will be routinely harvested and
replaced, and average life spans will stretch out to a century
and beyond. Then we shall get to work on reversing the
internal time clock in cellular life so that our bodies will not
age. (After that, professorial tenure will become a really ser-
ious problem.) So, far from turning us all into materialists,
the revolution in electronic communication systems has
begun to weaken the distinction between the “virtual” world
and the “real” or “material” one.

The death of God squad did not see this coming. How,
secularist intellectuals ask themselves, can people who use
cell phones and email, who enjoy the benefits of advanced
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computer technologies and who fly from continent to con-
tinent on powerful jets, swallow biblical ideas like the Virgin
Birth or the Resurrection, believe in spiritual entities like
angels and the devil, or lose sleep over the threat of everlasting
punishment for their sins in a lake of unquenchable fire and
sulphur? And that is the traditional stuff. What about all the
non-biblical things, like sightings of Elvis and channeling?
How can televangelists make use of advanced communica-
tions satellites orbiting around the earth to preach a funda-
mentalist gospel that commits them to believing that the
world is squatted firmly on its haunches in the middle of the
universe — “You set the earth on its foundations, so that it
shall never be shaken” (Ps. 104:5)? Do these people not see
that if the bodies of Jesus or the Virgin Mary really had phys-
ically “ascended” into “heaven,” as the evangelists put it with
their pre-Copernican imaginations, then they would still be
up there in orbit alongside our communication satellites and
might very well have been spotted by now? Had those bodily
ascents happened two millennia later, would they not have
required an air traffic controller to clear their take off? How
can an age that is about to complete the human genome
project also witness the removal of evolution as a mandated
subject in the high-school biology programs in Kansas, all in
order to make room for teaching creationism and a story
about how we all descended from two people who were
talked into eating forbidden fruit by a conniving serpent?
How, the intellectuals wonder, do people today let such ideas
get inside their heads? Why is God not dead, which is what
was supposed to happen? Why has God not gone the way of
Ptolemaic astronomy?

Part of the answer, I am arguing, is that the advanced com-
munication technologies actually undermine old-fashioned



materialism and deprive the material world of its rigid fixity
and dense and heavy substantiality. The impossible has its
techno-scientific analog in the utter transformability and
permeability of physical things in a world that is mastering
the genetic map and is digitalizing everything. In the film The
Matrix, the premise is that the human population at large was
living in a virtual world of computer-induced images and
controlled by an alien species that was harvesting human
beings for its own life purposes. The philosophical premise is
actually quite similar to George Berkeley’s famous argument
in the eighteenth century that esse est percipi, that the being of
the world is its being perceived, or, to give his Latin a con-
temporary rendering: the being of the world is a function of
the software that is running, of the sort of information-
processing system in place. Berkeley argued that the world is
nothing but a flow of images unfolded before our minds, not
by a great and powerful computer run by a devious alien
species, but by a great and powerful and good God. (It was
from wrestling with Berkeley’s argument that we derived the
“tree falling in the forest” conundrum.) Berkeley was an Irish
Protestant bishop and he offered this argument as a critique
of the growing threat of materialism posed by the “new
science.” But the new new science (and the new Enlightenment
and the new Nasdag-centered economy) is on the side of the
bishop, not of the materialists (who belong to the old
Enlightenment). For in the advanced communication tech-
nologies the world we perceive is very much as his Eminence
argued, namely, the effect of the information-processing sys-
tem we use, which renders the matter versus spirit distinction
unstable and even slightly obsolete.

That, I contend, is one part of the answer. The other part
has to do with the “de-secularization” process I described in
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the preceding chapter, the suspicion we have acquired of
Enlightenment suspicion. Secular intellectuals, poor things,
cannot win for losing. Even as contemporary philosophers
move more and more beyond the modernist, critical, and
reductionist habits of thought that grew up in the old
Enlightenment, which was keyed to the old new science, the
new technologies have simply created the opportunity for a
new religious imagination. But before assessing where all this
leaves us, before drawing the moral of the story of how the
secular world became post-secular, which I shall undertake in
the next chapter, I suggest that we take a break and take in a
film — one that illustrates for us what religion might look like
in “another galaxy, another time,” which tells us more than a
little about this one, here and now.

THE RELIGION OF STAR WARS

Our point of departure in this essay on the impossible is
Gabriel’s startling “Annunciation” of the Incarnation to the
Virgin Mary, and Mary’s famous “fiat,” which forms a cen-
terpiece of Christian faith and the subject matter of the
exquisite murals of Fra Angelico and countless other works of
art over the centuries that have worked this scene deeply into
the imagination of Christians of all times. Now far from try-
ing to make this or similar stories look bad, the latest install-
ment of Star Wars — Episode I: The Phantom Menace — reproduces a
high-tech version of this ancient Christian narrative in which
the impossible happens, again. In George Lucas’s intergalactic
version of Luke’s nativity story, there is a high-tech holy fam-
ily, a “virgin birth” and blessed mother, a child with a human
mother and fathered by a heavenly power, all of which is part
of a piece of a popular science fiction that is laced with
religious import and trades on religious structures.



Far from serving as a vehicle for debunking religion or
exposing it as pre-scientific superstition, the enormous popu-
larity of Star Wars over the years derives in no small part from its
reproduction of elemental mythic structures and its transcrip-
tion of classical religious figures into a high-tech world.
Whether the traditional churches like it or not, films like Stars
Wars are the way a good many young people (who teach their
parents about how to run the family computers and program
their VCRs, but are frequently ignorant about the basics of
traditional religion) get their “religion” today (even as sport is
the way they and a lot of other people get their “art”). In my
daughter’s college dorm, one of her roommates had hung a
poster that read — very tellingly from my point of view — “All I
need to know about life, I learned from Star Wars.” Then it
proceeded to itemize what Immanuel Kant would have called
“maxims of prudence” like “Anger, fear and aggression lead to
the dark side,” “In seeking you destroy, patience is your ally,”
“In your pursuit of peace and justice, the Force will be with you
always.” The advice is ancient but the packaging is new. While
no one would argue that Star Wars represents a new religious
classic, and no one is likely to mistake Luke Skywalker for the
Messiah, the truth is that Star Wars reproduces classic mythic,
ethical, and religious figures, both Western and non-Western,
in a compellingly contemporary form that has the effect of a
vast high-tech Odyssey, one that will, when completed, include
three trilogies (“omne trinum perfectum est,” Augustine said).

The old pre-Copernican cosmology in which the trad-
itional religious stories were cast has utterly lost its grip on
our imaginations, and that has inevitably altered how we
think about “religious transcendence.” As we have seen, it is
starting to make very little sense to look “up” to “heaven
above,” or to think of Jesus “ascending into heaven,” when
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what the heavens harbor for us is a system of communication
satellites and hordes of jet airplanes (most of them over-
crowded and late). Although we still experience the sun “ris-
ing,” we are pretty fully settled into the Copernican turn and
we do not use pre-Copernican and agrarian images to make a
religious point. That is what New Testament scholar Rudolph
Bultmann saw very clearly when he said that we have to “de-
mythologize” the New Testament — that is, get past the old
cosmology — if we want it to make religious sense. But Bult-
mann did not see Star Wars coming. For one of the points that
is nicely illustrated by the example — and there are many
examples to choose from — of Star Wars is that religious tran-
scendence is not debunked or de-mythologized in Star Wars: it
is redescribed and re-mythologized. The structure of religious
transcendence is clearly to be found there, but without the
dualities of classical theism — between matter and spirit, body
and soul, natural and supernatural, science and faith, earth
and heaven, time and eternity.

The Phantom Menace tells the story of the origin of the epic
battle between the Republic and the forces of darkness, which
looks a little bit like a sci-fi version of the battle between the
Kingdom of God and the Prince of Darkness. Here the virgin
birth, taking a dark twist, issues in “Darth Vader.” Of course,
genes (or midi-chlorians) will tell, so the virgin mother is
also the virgin grandmother of Luke Skywalker (a rather heav-
enly family name and a given name that recalls both George
and the third gospel) who takes on father Darth and the death
star. “Darth Vader” (dark + death + star + invader) is a diabol-
ical figure, a bad angel, a menacing “messenger” (angelos) and
bearer of evil, an elemental figure of evil, who has gone over
(vadere) to the “dark side,” which he visits upon the Republic,
that is, upon us. The image is imported directly from Joseph



Campbell’s Hero with a Thousand Faces, which describes a classic
mythic scenario in which the hero does battle with a mysteri-
ous figure of an Evil One who, unbeknown to the hero, turns
out to be his own brother — or here his father. In medieval tales,
Campbell says, this figure comes clad in black armor with a
black helmet shielding his face from view. Like every Evil One
worthy of the name, he is the figure of good gone bad. Ana-
kin Skywalker, a youngster (an only child) with an actual
mother but whose father is the Force (a classic mythic figure:
earthly mother, heavenly father, except this is not earth and
the Force is not in “heaven”), is a wonderfully likeable lad, a
remarkably precocious, brave, and gifted youngster, and nei-
ther we nor the virgin mother can be expected to foresee
what lies in store for him. Qui-Gon Jinn and, after Qui-Gon’s
death, the young Obi-Wan Kenobe, can be forgiven for trust-
ing their Jedi instincts and mistaking him for the “chosen
one” (the Anointed One, the Messiah), prophesied in Jedi
Scriptures long ago to bring balance to the Force. The Jedi
Council — fatefully right on this point — contends that Qui-Gon
found the young man too late to tame the passions that
already stirred within him. “There is already too much anger
in him,” Mace Windu objects. “Clouded this boy’s future
remains, Obi-Wan. A mistake it is to train him,” says Yoda in
an extraordinary expression of disagreement with a decision
of the Jedi Council (not to mention his extraordinary word
order). This anger and aggression would eventually overtake
Anakin and lead him over to the “dark side,” a phrase that
sends a shudder through the youngsters who repeat it with
gravity and a perfectly straight face. Like Lucifer and the other
bad angels, the “Powers and Principalities” who prowl the
earth seeking to make trouble, whom Christ will conquer
(Rom. 8:38; I Cor. 15:24), Darth Vader and the other “Sith”
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lords (Sith: sin + sinister + sick) — Darth Maul (that does not
sound good) has horns and a red face — are beings of preter-
natural gifts gone awry. They have allowed the flow of “the
Force” to be diverted from good to evil. They remind us
(well, at least some of us) of Aristotle’s description of
the deinos, the terrible, strange, and uncanny one who uses
brilliant talents for evil ends.

The war in Star Wars does not transpire between two equal
but opposed Forces but turns on a disturbance or lack of
balance within the one and only Force. Star Wars is distinctly
anti-Manichean. The Kingdom of God, or the messianic age,
or the rule of peace and justice, depends upon the smooth
and harmonious flow of the Force, while war rages when the
Force is disturbed or distorted. Thus the war between good
and evil is waged between the Sith lords who make the Force
an instrument of their own evil intentions and the Jedi
knights who make themselves an instrument of the Force,
allowing the Force to flow freely and harmoniously, to follow
its natural rhythms, undistorted by anger, fear, and aggression.
But if the Force is with us — this draws on classical religious
and mystical formulae like St. Paul’s “I live, now not I, but
Christ lives in me” (Gal. 2:20) — that means that I allow the
Force to flow freely through me without distorting it by my
own ego. The greeting “The Force be with you” is a transpar-
ent transcription of ancient religious hymns and liturgical
formulae like dominus vobiscum, “The Lord be with you,” repro-
ducing one of the most sacred greetings we can give one
another, “God be with you,” “may God protect and watch
over you,” “may God hold you in the palm of His hands.”
Had St. Paul been a character in Star Wars he would have
expressed his love and admiration for Jesus not by calling him
the coming Son of Man but by spreading the word around the



galaxies that “the Force is with him” (Emmanuel, God with
us). But the Force is not God, not a transcendent creator of the
visible heavens and earth, which is a pre-Copernican figure,
but a pervasive mystico-scientific power that runs through all
things. The basic religious schema of Star Wars is rather more
Eastern than Judeo-Christian.

The “Jedi” knights, who serve the Force, are the protectors
of the Republic, guardians of the Kingdom of God, God’s
knights, like crusaders or members of a religious order
(“Jedi” sounds a little like “Jesuit™), dedicated to the service
not of the pope, to be sure, but of the Force. They wear dark
brown robes reminiscent of habits worn by members of a
religious order, but they are again, like a lot of things in Star
Wars, rather more Buddhist than Christian votaries. Initiates
are trained by masters, “mind to mind,” as they say in the
Buddhist tradition. They trek across the galaxies with an inner
calm, peace, and recollection that reminds one of a Buddhist
monk and they can spring into action with the deadly Force
of a Buddhist archer or jyjitsu fighter. They spread out their
hands over their enemies like a biblical exorcist or healer in an
attempt at mind control. Does this man heal by the power of
God or of Beelzebub (Matt. 12:24)? Their link with the Force
gives them preemptive instincts that warn them of what their
opponent is going to do before he does it, which is very
handy indeed! For someone who knows a little something
about the history of religion, the art of Jedi fighting is very
reminiscent of Eugen Herrigel s classic account in Zen and the
Att of Archery. The Zen master must learn to proceed by
instincts deeply buried beneath the level of the conscious ego;
the skill of the master archer is not a matter of having a great
eye, or great hand—eye coordination. Rather “it shoots”
within him. This eradication of the eye of the ego, of the
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ego’s conscious intentional life, is so radical that when “it
shoots,” the Zen archer’s arrow will hit its target even if the
archer is blindfolded. The Jedi mission is to bring peace not
just “on earth,” which is a pre-Copernican formula for our
religious aspirations and still stuck in an outdated cosmology,
but throughout the universe, by letting the Force flow, letting
the Force be with us all across endless galaxies, establishing an
inter-galactic peace throughout the Republic, in a stunning
expansion and realization of the “Kingdom of God.”

We notice that in Star Wars there are no churches, syn-
agogues, temples, or mosques as such, that nothing like the
traditional religions is to be found, and that there is evidently
no traditional priest class. When Qui-Gon Jinn is killed by
Darth Maul, his body is cremated after being held in state in
the Jedi Temple, which is not a church but something like a
rotunda in which the bodies of heroes are honored. The cre-
mation rites are attended by Anakin, Obi-Wan, Queen Ami-
dala, Supreme Chancellor Palpatine, the Jedi Council, and
others, but there is no mention of a priest, a religious liturgy,
or a properly religious ceremony. The body is turned to ash
and instead of personal immortality or an afterlife Obi-wan
softly consoles the sobbing Anakin with the thought “He is
one with the Force, Anakin. You must let him go ... he is
gone.” From the Force, with the Force, back to the Force. The
Force gives and the Force takes back. The Force is first, last and
constant, alpha and omega, like a great seamless matrix,
undivided by the opposition of body and soul, matter and
spirit, this life and the next.

But that does not mean that there is no religion in Star Wars
or that the whole universe has succumbed to an inter-galactic
secularism. On the contrary, the whole thing is religious, religious
from one end to the other, inasmuch as “the Force” is a



religious or mystical structure and everything in Stars Wars is
keyed to the Force. The war in Star Wars is a religious war, the
war of good and evil, between the Republic and the Empire.
But the essential point is that the Force is also a scientific struc-
ture, so that the whole thing is also thoroughly scientific. The
religion of Star Wars is not at odds with the science of Star Wars.
There is no dualistic opposition of religion and science, no
trace of the war between Galileo and the Church, and cer-
tainly no wall of separation between religion and the state.
The Jedi Council, composed of twelve members, a biblical
number (the twelve tribes of Israel, the twelve apostles),
which meets in the Jedi “Temple,” is at the political center of
the galaxies. Neither is there a dualistic opposition of body
and soul, earth and heaven, this life and the next. The old
Platonic dualism of matter and spirit adopted in varying
degrees by Christian theology has simply been dissolved in
the Force. The metaphysics of Star Wars is monistic, but not
because it is reductionistic or naturalistic. It does not turn
everyone and everything into programmable functions of
their atomic and subatomic make-up, and it is nothing like
the old positivist dream (nightmare) of matter-in-motion
determinism, of being able to predict every future state of the
universe if you knew the location and velocity of all its parts
in any given state and all the laws of physics. On the contrary,
situated at the heart of the world of Star Wars, the Force is a
mystico-religio-scientific structure that gives life mystery and
unpredictability and provides a setting for the human drama. For
everything depends upon how human beings cooperate with
the Force. The Force is the subject of both science and mysti-
cism, and it requires a spiritual discipline and a long prepar-
ation to become adept at its ways. The structure of the Force
undermines the distinction between theism and atheism.
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Things do not divide up that way in Star Wars: some people do
and some people do not “believe in” the Force, but the Force
itself is not an object of “revelation” or of “supernatural
faith” as opposed to reason, but a matter of wisdom. The
“fool” says in his heart that there is no Force, like the inter-
galactic junk dealer and gambler Watto, who dismisses the
Force as “mind tricks.” But the relevant and salient distinction
is not between theists and atheists, believers and infidels, but
between those who are wise and unselfish enough to work
with the Force in harmony and for the rule of justice, and
those whose egoist passions distort the Force, creating evil
and imbalance in the Force.

The result is that the classic dualisms of Western meta-
physics are resolved because they are dissolved, the basis that
supports them having been simply withdrawn. The old pre-
Copernican metaphorics of the “here (earth) below” and the
“beyond” or “heaven above” are gone. The analog to
“prayer” in Star Wars is to withdraw within, recollect your
senses, and allow yourself to be gathered up inwardly and
thereby gathered to the Force. You do not look “up” to
“heaven” for help. The old cosmology of heaven above, hell
below, and earth in the middle that was the self-evident
presupposition of the religious imagination of the pre-
Copernican world of the Bible is totally absent, having been
replaced by a thoroughly contemporary astronomy. Far from
putting Galileo under house arrest, the Jedi would have
looked upon him as a kind of Moses or the apostle Paul.
“Prophet was he,” said would have Yoda. The religion of Star
Wars is relieved of the tensions that beset religious people
today, who make daily, hourly use of communications
satellites while having inherited religious myths forged in a
pre-scientific and rural culture.



In the “Gospel according to Lucas” a world is conjured up
in which the intractable oppositions that have tormented
religious thinkers for centuries are reconciled, and they are
reconciled by being undercut. In the Republic, faith and rea-
son, nature and the supernatural, matter and spirit, are cut
from the same cloth. Lucas simply devised a world in which
such oppositions are unknown and would make no sense. The
gifts that the Jedi masters enjoy have a perfectly plausible
scientific basis, even if its ways are mysterious: their bodily
cells have a heavier than usual concentration of “midi-
chlorians.” These are microscopic organisms, possessed by
everyone and scientifically measurable, that mediate the Force
to us and sensitize us to the Force. When Qui-gon Jinn met
Anakin, he ran a blood test to determine Anakin’s midi-
chlorian count and, having learned that Anakin had an
exceptionally high concentration (over twenty thousand),
decided that he must be the “chosen one.” In effect, he ran a
blood test for the Messiah, screening for messianic traits!
Humans live in a symbiotic relationship with the midi-
chlorians. If we learn to quiet our mind, as in traditional
Christian and Buddhist monastic practices, we shall hear what
the Force is telling us, for the midi-chlorians communicate
the “will” of the Force to us. (By prayer and the silencing of
the inner voice, we shall learn the will of God for us.)

Accordingly, the virgin birth in The Phantom Menace has both
a scientific explanation and also a mysterious religious
dimension. In his counterpart to Luke’s nativity narrative,
Lucas devises a Shmi Skywalker who is favored by the Force,
for “the Force was with her” and comes over her in a hi-tech
Annunciation. The Force had done great things in her and she
did not put herself or her will ahead of the Force, but uttered
a great sci-fi fiat (“let it be done”) that echoes across the
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galaxies and meant that she would remain a slave while Ana-
kin was free to follow his destiny. A son was conceived in her
womb who would be called the chosen one, a son of the
Force, conceived as he was by the power of the Force, that is,
by an extraordinary concentration of midi-chlorians. Lucas is
drawing on one of the West’s most fundamental narratives:
“And he [the Angel Gabriel] came to her and said, ‘Greetings,
favored one! The Lord is with you ... The Holy Spirit will
come upon you and the power of the Most High will over-
shadow you . . . Then Mary said, ‘Here am I, the servant of the
Lord, let it be with me according to your word.” Then the
angel departed from her” (Luke 1:28, 35, 38). Of course —in
Star Wars — things did not turn out quite the way everyone
hoped and expected, but that is why there was a story to tell
that is going to take nine installments, which will make a lot
of money.

We do not have to think that Joseph Campbell — Lucas’s
religious inspiration and someone with a trendy New Age
following himself — is Mircea Eliade in order to see that Star
Wars has a significant religious dimension. Campbell popular-
ized ideas that go back to Carl Jung’s theory of “archetypes,”
of fundamental transcultural structures deeply embedded in
the life of our religious unconscious, and Lucas produced a
work of spectacular science fiction that proved an apt vehicle
for transmitting these ideas. To be sure, there are other
examples: there is an interesting “resurrection” of the
Redeemer/Messiah theme in The Matrix, which is also
interesting, as I said, because the “reality” which everyone
experiences in that film is the effect of a computer program.
The Sixth Sense is a lengthy meditation on life after death, a
feature-length film that transpires entirely from the point of
view of a dead man. And so on. But Star Wars, having picked up



something with deep roots in our religious unconscious,
and possessing as it does a special skill at re-imagining and
re-mythologizing fundamentally religious ideas, has a special
edge.

But exactly what does all this mean? Does it mean that the
traditional confessions conceived in a pre-Copernican world
are obsolete? Do we have to go to popular culture to find
religion because the traditional churches have become irrele-
vant? H