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Abstract

This thesis explores the potential that lies in the engagement of critical theory and
theology. Rather than a mere demonstration of how theology can be used in the service
of critical theory, its original contribution is in the demonstration of theological self-
reflective criticality that this engagement brings about. It therefore represents an attempt
to further develop the potential of this engagement, by showing how critical theory can
function as a resource for theological self-reflection. This is achieved through
exploration of the method, function and effect of Slavoj Zizek’s materialist

appropriation of theology for political thought. The resulting struggling universality of
abandonment and its ethic of indifference challenging any notion of identity is then
applied in examination of Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s own social theology of a transcendental
personalist community of saints and its ethic of universal lo@mttorum Communio
Zizek’s community, grounded in the absence of God, draws attention to the theological
character as never submitting to an identity but rather blurring the hypostasized
boundaries between them irrevocably. It challenges Bonhoeffer’s community, grounded

in and by God, as abstracting and suspending identities only through the creation of a
new one. The thesis thus draws attention to and clarifies the full dimensionality of the

necessary critical character of theology.
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Introduction

Aim

This thesis is a functional examination of theology’s engagement with critical theory. It
represents an attempt to further the engagement beyond any mere demonstration of
theology’s socio-political potential, and instead appropriates critical theory in
theology’s understanding of self. Grounded in the conception of theology as a critical
intellectual reflection on the act, content and implication of the Christian faith, the thesis
presents theology’s engagement with critical theory as intrinsic to fulfilling its own
distinctly critical character. The thesis demonstrates this with reference to the critical
theorist Slavoj ZiZzek’s utilisation of theology for political thought. His materialist
appropriation is explored and applied in a critical reading of the modern theologian
Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s own theological social philosophy of Sanctorum Communiadr his

is in order to demonstrate how theological engagement with critical theory, besides
displaying theology’s distinctly critical sociological potential, is of utmost import for

the propaedeutic role of theological reflection.

The Object of Analysis: The Social Theology of Dietrich Bonhoeffer

The thought of Dietrich Bonhoeffer is varied despite the brevity of his life (1906-1945).
As a modern theologian his contemplation of theological concepts was directed at their
social and ethical dimension or application. His interconnected ideas of Christ the

vicarious representative, Christ existing as church community, discipleship, cheap-grace



and a call for a religionless interpretation of Christianity, continue to permeate
theological academia and there have been numerous attempts to summarise hi$ thought.
Yet all of those concepts, as Clifford J. Green (1999) convincingly argues, reflect
Bonhoeffer as a theologian of sociality. The foundations of his theology with a distinct
sociological orientation were laid during his theological education in Berlin and found
their original expression in his first thesg&gnctorum Communidn this work, where
Bonhoeffer employed social philosophy and sociology in the service of theology, he
clearly expressed his conviction about ‘the social intention of all fundamental Christian
concepts’ which appear ‘fully understandable only in relation to sociality’ (DBWE 1: p.

23[5]) 2 This thesis undertakes to examine Bonhoeffer’s sociological claims made in
Sanctorum Communio

The examination or analysis will be carried out from the perspective of another
discipline, for the conviction that theology carries sociological potential is not restricted
to the sphere of public or political theology but is shared by its numerous dialogue
partners across academic disciplines. Some of these are more surprising than others,
swch as many non-religious, Marxist-inspired political thinkers who explore theological
resources as a conceptual resource facilitating and grounding critique. Examples of this
type are Alain Badiou (2003), Giorgio Agamben (1998), Michael Hardt and Antonio
Negri (2000). One of these is the Slovenian pdsixist critical theorist Slavoj Zizek, a

dialectical materialist who describes himself as a fighting atheist. Nonetheless, Zizek is

! Some examples: Bethge (196@0yamm (2001)de Gruchy (1999)Feil (1991) Plant (2004) Dumas
(1971) Busch Nielsen, Nissen and Tietz (eds.) (2007)

2 This is the reference for footnote 5 on page 23 of the first vinrthe Dietrich Bonhoeffer Works
collection (DBWE). According to Richard Roberts, this also qualBi@sctorum Communias a classic
illuminating the relation between theology and the social sciences. See Rab6gs {p. 375-377.

2



convinced of the absolute necessity of Christian theology for the development of his
political thought and the outcome theredd radical universalism grounded in
materialism which is distinctly theological in experience and form and continues to
address core theological issidadeed, for Zizek, theology forms one of the most
complex ways of speaking about radical political change. It is thus through
Bonhoeffer’s and Zizek’s mutual conviction about the sociological potential of theology

that the point of contact for this interdisciplinary research is established.

Religionless Christianity and the Death of God?

Proposing an intereading of the thought of Zizek and Bonhoeffer perhaps raises
expectation that this will be undertaken within the paradigms of the Death of God
theology. Indeed, Zizek’s critical insistence on the meaninglessness in the Judeo-

Christian tradition and his characterisation of God as suffering, placed alongside with
Bonhoeffer’s thoughts from The Letters might well lead to such an expectation. An
explanation is therefore in order as to why this thesis will not be conducted within the

paradigms of the Death of God theology.

In The Parallax View2006b) Zizek’s insistence on the meaninglessness of
Christianity leads him to question theage of Badiou’s definition of religion as the
equation of truth and meaning. In the section entitled ‘When God Comes Around’ (pp.

182-187), he comments on Badiou’s suggestion in an interview from 2004 that the

3 This is seen in ‘Building Blocks for a Materialist Theology’ in The Parallax Viewwhere Zizek not only
carries forward the major conclusions concerning Christianity reacts @arlier works, but expresses
new developments of ideological critique iredlogical terms (Zizek, 2006b, pp. 68-113).

4 As will become clear in the thesis, another contact point between themrigptet of and engagement
with the social philosophy of the German idealist Georg Hegel.

3



simplest definition of religion is the idea that truth and meaning are identical, asking
whether this is true of all religion:

The key question about religion today is: can all religious experiences

and practices in fact be contained within this dimension of the

conjunction of truth and meaning? Does not Judaism, with its imposition

of a traumatic Law, adumbrate a dimension of truth outside meaning

(which is why Judaism is the mortal enemy of any Gnostic

obscurantism)? And, at a different level, does not the same go for Saint

Paul himself?ibid., p. 182)
In Zizek’s view, the best way to clarify this question would be through examination af
situation in which religion itself faces ‘a shock which dissolves the link between truth
and meaning, a truth so traumatic that it resists integrationhi@itmiverse of Meaning’
(ibid.). The paradigmatic example of such a situation is of course when theology faces
the problem of evil, the question of how to reconcile the existence of God with the fact
of the phenomena of excessive evil such as the Holoc®tsirding to Zizek, the
traditional theological responses based upon an insistence on the omnipotence of God
are basically the following: evil as God’s punishment, evil as a trial of faith or evil as
the inscrutability of God’s ways. However, there is another theological answer to this
problem, Zizek argues, which refers to a God who himself suffers. He then extrapolates
this notion of a suffering God in the following manner:

God’s suffering implies that he is involved in history, affected by it, not

just a transcendent Master pulling the strings from above: God’s

suffering means that human history is not just a theatre of shadows but

the place of real struggle, the struggle in which the Absolute itself is

involved, and its fate is decideithif., p. 184).

With this characterization of God as ‘suffering’, ZiZek joins the company of

some of the most important theologians of the 20th century for whom the issue



of God’s passibility has been absolutely fundamental.’ It seems Zizek himself is
not entirely, or mostly, aware of this context, yet he nevertheless immediately
after the passage quoted above explicitly refers to Bonhoeffer’s ‘profound
insight’ that ‘after the Shoah only a suffering God can help us’ (ibid.).° Yet there
were many others across the theological traditions.

The theological discussion of God’s passability came to the foreground in the
20" century and occupied some of its most important theologiblasvever, the
movement that came to be known'Bgath of Godlbeganto emerge in the 1950°s
predominantly in the United States of America and Gerridimgse thinkers tried to

account for the rise of secularism and abandonment of traditional beliefs in God in light

5 Indeed, the above quote sets him fully on par Withtmann who argues that ‘a theology after
Auschwitz would be impossible [...] were not God himself in Auschwitz, suffering with the martyred and
the murdered. Every other answer would be blasphemy. An absolute God would make us indifferent’
(Moltmann, 1984, p. 10).

6 However, the reference reveals he is merely producing a quota fHolocaust Reader.

7 Such asJohn Kenneth Mozley’s The Impassibility of God1926), Miguel de UnamunoTragic Sense
of Life (1954), Nicolas BerdyaéyThe Meaning of History1939) and Kazoh Kitamds Theology of the
Pain of God(1965) publishedn 1946. For James Cone’s black theology, God’s suffering is a necessary
part of his solidarity with the oppressed (see McWilliams, 1980, pg339while process theology,
following A. N. Whitehead's oft quoted characterization of God as ‘the fellow sufferer who understands’,
has readily incorporated God’s suffering into its reformulation of theism which makes much of God's
receptivity to the world (see Williams in Meland, 1969, pp. 17818 Germany, Emil Brunner was
prepared to abandon the philosophical dogma of the divine impassitilityef sake of a more biblical
concept of God (Brunner, 1953, pp. 268, 294), while JUkgltmann expounded a theology of divine
sufering in The Crucified God1974) andrhe Trinity and the Kingdorfl981). For Moltmann, the
divine suffering was closely related not only to the theodicy problemhen@ross, but also to the
trinitarian nature of God. For a brief but helpful survey, see Willid®s2, pp. 113-117 and Bauckham,
1984, pp. 612.

8 The term death of God theologians, however, does not represent a mafiethent with a consensus
on what their restrictive theologies meant. This is the case with the followirg preponents and their
work: Gabriel Vahanian and hithe Death of Goq1961); Paul Matthews van Buren withe Secular
Meaning of the Gospdl1963); William Hamilton withThe New Essence of Christianit¥966; Thomas
Altizer with The Gospel of Christian Atheis(®966 and later as editor of the read@wards a New
Christianity(1967) Altizer and Hamilton’s joint effort Radical Theology and the Death of GE®D66)
Dorothee Sdélle witlstellvertretung1965) andAtheistisch an Gott glaubgfi968) and, of course
Moltmann’s Theology of Hopg1967). For further resources on the discussion, see BisB68)(1
Murchland (1967), an€hristian and Wittig (1967).

5



of Nietzsche’s thoughts® on the death of God, seeking a path for belief beyond it. While
they differed considerably in their approach, they agreed on a perception of reality

within which God no longer held a creating and ordering function.

It was this perception that brought iih&ttention to Bonhoeffer’s tantalizingly
brief but suggestive remarksTihe LetterdDBWE 8), wherein he reflects on the
conception of a ‘religionless Christianity’. The series of letters exchanged with his
family and friends during his imprisonment in Berlin-Tegel yields insight into his
familial care and the bleakness of the prison, as well as further reflection upon various
theological issues, calling attention to his earlier works, showing or demonstrating their
implications. The concept of religionless Christianity is discussed in a very small
portion of the letters, written to his friend and theological confidant Eberhard Bethge
between April and August 1944, and reveal a singular existential reflection on faith.
Bonhoeffer invokes the concept in imagining the form of faith that would take in the
ruins of the post-war Christian West. The unfinished manuscript that exiltres!
been lost; what remains are tkeers and an ‘Outline for a Book’. However, it was this
relatively brief series of letters which gave the work its notoriety and attracted the
attention of the Death of God theologians, who have appropriated the thought expressed

therein!® Indeed, Hamilton even considered Bonhoeffer as the ‘father of the God-is-

9 Some also did so in light of and with reference to Hegel. See Sélle, 1885 ,Moltmann 1967, pp.
165172,

10 Robinson’s interpretation of the concept ‘religionless Christianity’ as a secular man’s call for a secular
theology (1963, pp. 294); van Buren wrote of the concept ‘world come-0f-age’ as portraying a world
without the first cause (1968); Altizer saw Bonhoeffer as advocatingaikeChristology (Altizer and
Hamilton, 1966, p. 135; Altizer, 1966, pp. 62-69.); Vahanian refereBoetioeffer when writing about
the need to participate in the reality of the world, instead of fleeingifr@fahanian, 1966). Sélle, who
saw Bonhoeffer as a kindred spirtalyses and further develops Bonhoeffer’s concept of Stellvertretung
[vicarious representative actiom| herChrist the Representati@967).

It should be noted though, that just as the approaches of various thindershe label Death of God are
varied, so is their reading of Bonhoeffer. See Eleanor McLaughlin’s ‘Dietrich Bonhoeffer and the Death

6



dead theology’ (Hamilton, 1962, p. 440). Yet, is the consideration of Bonhoeffer as a

Death of God theologian justified?

In the letter from 30 April 1944, Bonhoeffer mentioned for the first time
‘theological thoughts’ that might ‘surprise, or perhaps even worry’ Bethge — thoughts
on religionless Christianity (DBWE 8: p. 36%)The concept plays a fundamental role
in his attempt to conceive of a contemporary Christianity as distinct from its perception
as a religion. For Bonhoeffer the concept of religion is ‘only a historically conditioned
and transient form of human selpression’ (ibid.), which is marked by an inwardness
and consideration of God as omnipotent coming to aid of human weakness (DBWE 8:
p. 479). However, he contends, this religious understanding belongs to an epoch that has
come to an end through the historical, scientific and socio-political development
(DBWE 8: pp. 425426) that has led to the ‘autonomy’ and ‘coming-of-age’ of the
world itself (DBWE 8: p. 362¥? Bonhoeffer thus attempts to consider the form

Christianity ought to take in such a radically religionless world.

A specific concern comes to the fore in Bonhoeffer’s conception of Christianity
as religionless- how to ‘talk about God without religion?” (DBWE 8: p. 364). In other

words, how is Christianity to speak of God, if his understanding as a stopgap or working

of God Theologians’ (2016, pp. 45-64); Craig L. Nessan’s ‘The American Reception: Introduction to
Bonhoeffer’s Christ the Center’ (Bonhoeffer and Nessan, 2002, pp. 20-30); Stephen R. Haynes’ Ch. 2:
“The Radical Bonhoeffer’ (Haynes, 2004, pp. 13-36).

11 For reflections on Bonhoeffer’s concept of religionless Christianity, see first and foremost
Woistenberg’s Theology of Life(1998). Other works that should be taken into consideration are
Benktson’s Christus und die Religiol967); Kraus’ Theologische ReligionskritikBenktson’s Christus
und die Religion(1967); Schondrr’s ‘Die Religionskritik Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s’ (1978-1988, pp. 239-
260). Finally, there are also the relevant sections in Dumas, 1971, pp.@;63191991, pp. 72-76;
Green, 1963, pp. 11: 21.

12 Bonhoeffer’s consideration of historical development toward autonomy is in no small part due to his
reading of Wilhelm Dilthey, as demonstrated by Ralptstdtiberg’s Theology of Life(1998, pp. 136-
145).



hypothesis is ‘increasingly pushed out’ (DBWE 8: p. 450), ‘ever on retreat’ (DBWE 8&:

p. 406) or ‘losing ground’ (DBWE 8: p. 426)? Rather than a theological sanctioning of
historical development, Bonhoeffer understands his analysis as the precondition for a
theology that meets the world in its current condition. His solution is to demonstrate that
the very absence of the religious concept of God demonstrates the presence of the
Christian God. Drawing attention to the incarnation of God in Jesus Christ and his
ultimate act of love by his death on the Cross, Bonhoeffer demonstrates that the
Christian God establishes his presence precisely by abandoning us, consenting ‘to be

pushed out of the world andto the cross’ (DBWE 8: p. 479). This leads Bonhoeffer to
reformulate the transcendence of God, which is no longer considered as ‘infinite,

unattainable tasks, but the neighbour within reach in any given situation. God in human
form!” (DBWE 8: p. 490). ‘Participation in the being of Jesus’ (DBWE 8: p. 501) thus
replaces participation in a religiously conceived omnipotent God as solving the
problems of this world. In a world without God as the stopgap, God’s transcendence is
experienced in the incarnation of Jesus. Bonhoeffer wishes to assert that God is still

very much present in a world that has come to function and cope without Him.

Therefore, consideration of Bonhoeffer as a Death of God theologian does
injustice to his insistence on God’s presence. The oft quoted part of Bonhoeffer’s letter
on 16 July 1944, stating that ‘Before God, and with God, we live without Gg®BWE
8: pp. 478-479)is actually Bonhoeffer’s affirmation of God’s presence in this world.
Even though Bonhoeffer’s notion of incarnational transcendence could be explored with
reference to the Death of God theology (e.g. Carson, 1975), his consideration far from

affirms a Hegelian kenoticism (explored with reference to Zizek later in this thesis). In



other words, for Bonhoeffer, God does not die and empty himself completely in Jesus
the man but rather, in Jesus, opens a way to participate in transcendence. This is in stark
contrast to Altizer’s consideration of Jesus as the ‘epiphany of a universal divine

Humanity’ (Altizer, 1969, p. 73), or even that our only image of him should be ‘as an

individual human being’ (Altizer, 1970, p. 141).

Bonhoeffer is not a Death of God theologian; his God remains a living reality.
What the foremost Bonhoeffer scholars, such as Béfi@eemmels; Green® and
Wiistenberd?® have pointed out in response to any consideration of Bonhoeffer as a
Death of God theologian is that he is not in pursuit of a world without God, but rather in
pursuit of re-presenting God in a world that has come to cope without Him (DBWE 8:

p. 290). As Thomas Torrance noted:

[T]he tragedy of the situation is that [...] instead of really listening to
Bonhoeffer many [...] have come to use Bonheoffer for their own ends,

as a means of objectifying their own image of themselves [...]. In this

way Bonlveffer’s thought has been severely twisted and

misunderstanding of him has become rife, especially when certain catch-
phrases like ‘religionless Christianity’ [...] are worked up into systems of
thought so sharply opposed to Bonhoeffer’s basic Christian theology, not

least his Christology (Torrance, 1971, p. ¥4).

13 Bethge pointed out that consideration of Bonheffer’s religionless Christianity can and ought not be
carried out apart from his Christology (1967, pp. 61-77).

14 Christian Gremmels noted that ‘Bonhoeffer’s theme is notthe ‘coming of age’, ‘this-worldliness’, and
‘religionlessness’ of the modern world. As plausible and impressive as these expressions are,
theologically they function only as auxiliary concepts. They serve theofagitnessing to the presence
of Jesus Christ in the present’ (Gremmels in DBWE 8 p. 588).

15 Green rejects the notion that Bonhoeffer had an idea of human mr¢green, 1999, p. 252).

16 Wiistenberg, similar to the others, argues that Christology is the key to understanding Bonhoeffer’s
religionless Christianity (1998, pp. 159-160) and observes thdtdmses to do so reflect the
perspectives of the interpreters rather thaniBeffer’s own assumptions (2009, pp. 137-138). He also
points out Bonhoeffer’s inconsistency in evaluation of the religion (1998, pp. 31-99).

17 This brief account of Bonhoeffer’s religionless Christianity and its appropriation has also highlighted
that eva though this selection of Bonhoeffer’s letters from prison was highly influential in the perception
of his theological legacy, it is precarious to construct his theology éxelysipon them. It also has to be
remembered that the theological content of the letters is fragmentary, alsegirofing of something to
be developed. That is clearly visible in Bonhoeffer’s letter to Bethge, in which he wrote that ‘it would be

9



Rather than dealing with the absence of God per se, Bonhoeffer attempts to locate God
in the areligious contemporary reality. The theme is rather ‘the claim of Jesus Christ on

the world that has come of age” (DBWE 8: p. 451). This is emphasised in his words:

‘what keeps gnawing at me is the question, what is Christianity, or who is Christ

actually for us today?’ (DBWE 8: p. 362).

As this brief account has shown that the picture of Bonhoeffer as a Death of God
theologian is incorrect, this thesis will not be conducted within the paradigm of the
Death of God theology. As such, it will not consider Borftw&s religionless

Christianity as a possible responsé&ibek’s overcoming of God as the big Other, for

any attempt to do so would be an abstraction anddaistort Bonhoeffer’s marked

insistence on God’s presence. Instead, as will be shown below, this thesis falls within

the remit of critical theology. Even though it includes a theological challenging of
meaning, that is not conducted in light of the event of the death of God on the Cross and
anyensuing meaninglessness. Instead, critical theology’s challenging of meaning comes

from its propaedeutic criticality. The integading of Zizek and Bonhoeffer in this

thesis is not established upon their ideas of the death of God or religionless Christianity;
rather, the contact point between them is their mutual conviction about the sociological
character of theology and its critical potential, observed in Zizek’s conception of the

Holy Spirit community and Bonhdfer’s community of saints.

very nice if you didn’t throw away my theological letters [...] I might perhaps like to read them again
later for my work’ (8 July, 1944 in DBWE 8: p. 513).
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The Analyst The Theological Materialismof Slavoj ZiZek

Slavoj Zizek (1949 - ) is an internationally recognised Slovenian philosopher,
psychoanalyst and critical theorist, and has been deemed ‘one of the world’s best known
public intellectuals’ (Gray, 2012). His over eighty works and multitude of articles have

been translated into numerous languages, and he regularly speaks on various topics
around the globe. Aided by examples from popular culture, Zizek uses Lacanian
psychoanalysis, Hegelian philosophy and Marxist economic criticism to interpret social
phenomena, including religion, and in particular Christianity. It is with regards to the
latter that he considers himselCaristian atheisor Christian materialisZizek,

2012a, pp. 115-116).

Zizek agrees with the ‘universalist’ legacy of Christianity, which is best
expressed in Galatians 3:28, where Apostle Paul asserts that ‘there is no longer Jew
or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for all of
you are one in Christ Jesus’.*® He identifies with the implication of this thought (at least
as he perceives it) a complete egalitarianism of all people, and calls on Christianity to
abandon its outer shell of religious form, manifested in institutional organisation and
religious experience. Theology as post-metaphysical political thought, girded by
universality for revolutionary thought and action, is the true legacy of Christianity. That
is the reason why Zizek believes theology is indispensable and essential for any kind of

socio-political engagement in the world.

18 All Scripture quotations in the thesis are taken froni\éye Revised Standard Version
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Considerations of ZiZek’s exploration of theology from a non-religious
perspective have tended to find little value or distinctive contribution in the act. Thus
the literary theorist Geoff Boucher asks whether or not the religious content of Zizek’s
work risks a form of ‘irrational fundamentalism’ (Boucher, 2005, p. 44) while the
political theorist Yannis Stavrakakis is critical of Zizek’s language of faith, claiming it
risks ‘political absolutisation’ (Stavrakakis, 2005, p.44). Boucher’s colleague at Deakin
University, Matthew Sharpe, gives a more measured response. Nevertheless, he likewise
says that Zizek’s theological turn can ‘easily collapse into a perverse identification [. . .]
with the mechanisms of prohibition themselves, rather than a passage beyond law’
(Sharpe, 2004, p. 250). Such, he argues, is attested in the history of the Christian
churches. While these thinkers are correct, insofar as religious absolutism can lead to
political absolutism, they are wrong in their representation of theology only through
these negative associations with fundamentalism or totalitarianism. Instead of a
consideration of theology as a creative resource, they argue for what could be described
as implicit positivism: any sociopolitical theory should be built only upon solid and
empirical facts ascertained from the groundUperhaps this criticism functions as a
stopgap, something Zizek himself notes in Did Somebody Say Totalitarianism®here
he warns that ‘instead of enabling us to think, forcing us to acquire a new insight into
the historical reality it describes, [it] relieve[s] us of the duty to think, or even actively
prevenfs] us from thinking’ (Zizek, 2001d, p. 3). It implies theology need not be taken

seriously and the failure of Zizek’s critics to engage theology appears to confirm this

19 7izek’s reluctance to respond to casual inquiries about his use of theology can be understood in light of
this criticism
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very point. This thesis will aim to show both the value and distinctive contribution that

is brought to Zizek’s materialist thought through his engagement with theology.

From the theologicaglerspective, it is Zizek’s oxymoronic understanding of
Christianity, which differentiates between its symbolic form and the materialistic core,
rather than his proposition of Christianity’s socio-political potential, that has in recent
years attracted attention from various theological perspecfivast. unlike Freud’s
own reconstruction iMoses and Monotheiswf the story of Moses and his death in an
attempt to uncover this violent and guiliden core in Judaism, ZiZek proposes an
unacknowledged and phantasmal core which emerges through the gaps and cracks of
the actually-existing Christianity. Exploring this theological engagement with his
appropriation of theology in the service of critical theory has given rise to this thesis, for
responses have hitherto not moved beyond the necessary critique of his theological
method and/or a differentiation of their own vie$t&Vhenever they do, it is with the
aim of demonstrating the sociological potential of theology or as a theoretical resource
giving contemporary expression to theological themes. A brief consideration of

theological engagememtith Zizek is thus in order.

Theological Engagement with Zizek (Literature Survey)
Among the very first theologians who have responded to Zizek’s work were members

of the radical orthodoxy movement. This school of theology originated in the United

20 Few examples of varied responses from different perspectives: Mald@oads (2005) and Mejido
(2005) from Liberation Theology, Biesecker-Mast (2003) from the AnabaptisGriffiths (2004) from
the Catholic perspective. More are mentioned below and throughout the testloédis.

21 Among these are Frederik Depoortere (2068&rcus Pound (2008); Roland Boer (2009, pp. 296¢
andindeed, as it will be observed later, John Milbank’s work on/with Zizek. In turn, AdamKotsko (2008)
provides a valuable account of Zizek’s theological endeavour only.
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Kingdom and is named after its first edited voluRagdical OrthodoxgMilbank et al,
1999), which brought together its leading lights. Perhaps foremost among the
movement is John Milbank, who combines a strong commitment to Augustine and
Aquinas with a harsh criticism of modern and secular thought from a postmodern
perspective. Their utmost concern is the issue of ontology, or the underlying
metaphysical framework of reality. They find an alternative to the modern ontology,
which they regard as nihilistic, Bnalogia entis- the analogy of being, a synthesis of
Neo-Platonism and Christianity which was achieved by Augustine and further
developed by Thomas Aquinas. Only this analogy of being can allow for a genuinely
meaningful worldview, in which God is the fullness of being and all created beings
participate in it analogically. The radical orthodox thus maintain that unless every
discipline is framed by a theological perspective, it defines a zone apart from God and
thus without groundingRadical theology’s response to Zizek is thus not primarily due

to his turn to theology, but due to his ontological philosophy, which they consider as
unjustified?? That said, however, their engagement seeks to address and respond to a
philosophy of a materialism which, even if not grounded in the divine transcendence, is

theological.

To represent the radical orthodox response, | will look at the case of John
Milbank's engagement with Zizek. As their foremost figure, Milbank is a good

representative of their general stance and, out of all the radical orthodox, has engaged

22 7izek’s groundless ontology will be further explored and contrasted with Bonhoeffer’s ontology in
Chapter 4.
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Zizek most often and most directly.?® | will do this by focusing on two works: first,
Theology and the PoliticdDaviset al, 2005) which includes Milbank’s contribution
under the title ‘Materialism and Transcendence’ (Milbank, 2005) and secondhe
Monstrosity of Chris{ZiZek and Milbank, 2009), a work that can be considered as the

outcome of a developing dialogue between them.

In Theology and the PoliticaMilbank begins by demonstrating that due to
Marx’s reductive materialism, post-war Marxist thinkers sought a non-reductive form of
materialism, and in doing so borrowed from Platonic, Aristotelian, Idealist and even
theological thought (Milbank, 2005, pp. 393-398). This initial demonstration enables an
understandig of the context, form and essence of, among others, Zizek’s appropriation
of theology and his thought in general as Hegelian. Accordingly, Milbank is correct in
recognising that ZiZek is practicing a Hegelian death of God theology resulting in
universality {bid., p. 422). In his astute navigation through the contours of Zizek’s
thought, Milbank also upholds Christianity’s universality through the particular (ibid.,
p. 404), but argues that Zizek’s atheistic universality of struggle or tension functions
only as an ontology of revolution, rather than sociality: ‘if universalism springs from an
event, then to lose mythos and history is to lose the event, and so to lose the universal’
(ibid., p. 411). This nihilism, Milbank argues, is due to his inability to consider analogy,
which mediates between the universal and particular, grounding engagement with others
in a shared analogy of being, as pointing beyond themselves to God. Thus, while

Milbank agrees with Zizek that Christianity is aligned with materialism and that the true

23 |t was Graham W, however, who first engaged with Zizek in Cities of God(2000a) and then later
added a section on him to the conclusion of the second edition (28f0Tieoclogy and the
Contemporary Critical Theor§1996).
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form of universalism or sociality is Christian, he rejects his theological materialism as
nihilist and ontologically incorrect. Milbank’s engagement with Zizek in Theology and

the Politicalpresents the parameters for their further engagement: while they both
pursue a radical content of Christian theology and its sociological potential, they do so
on a different grounding one upon an orthodox ontologyaalogia enti@nd the

other upon an atheist ontologyefrlassenheifabandonment].

The Monstrosity of Chris€2009) is based onmemise that Zizek and Milbank
both agree on that Enlightenment reason has run its course. The question then, which
they both answer differently, is what becomes of theology after secular Enlightenment
reason has run its course? Zizek argues that secular reason is sublated by the dialectic of
theological materialism, whereas, building on his criticismhaology and the

Political, Milbank argues that it is replaced by paradox or analogy.

One of Milbank’s main criticisms in the book is that, in following Hegel, ZiZek
is adopting a Protestant metarrative and neglecting the Catholic tradition (ZiZek and
Milbank, 2009, p. 112). Milbank argues that Zizek’s treatment of Catholics such as
Chesterton, Kierkegaattor Eckhart is done through a Protestant lens and is therefore

inaccurate?® Indeed, Zizek’s claim that atheist Christianity is the true Christianity is

24 Milbank here insists on his consideration of the Lutheran theologian Kierkegaard as a Catholic.
He argues that Kierkegaard’s linking of faith with reason restored a basically Catholic perspective and
further mentions Kierkegaard’s Catholic critique of Luther for exalting faith at the expense of works.

25 An example of this is Zizek’s re-appropriation of the words of Chast@’s detective Father Brown:

‘he was made maiChesterton, 2006, pp. 394-395). Chesterton used these words to portray how Western
culture’s retreat into spiritualism and its willingness to believe in anything must be read as an inability to
sustain the traumatic reality of the incarnated God. For Zizek, however, these words mean, along the lines
of Hegel, that the external or transcendent God is now a contingent fashahHreedom itself. See
Delpech-Ramey (2010), pp. 1223. However, this criticism of Zizek, as right as it may be, can also be
made of Milbank, who compares Kierkegaard to Eckhart and Chesteron. Segq2drtis pp. 35-41 at
p. 38.

16



only possible because he accepts a dialectical (that is, a truly Protestant) version of
Christian doctrine as the most coheréitl(, p. 117). As an alternative to Zizek’s

nihilistic interpretation, Milbank’s proposed analogy is variously found in the same

sources that Zizek uses but has interpreted differently, such as Eckhart, Kierkegaard,
Chesterton and Henri De Lubac. Such Catholic perspective affirms a kind of
materialism that is quite positive in that it affirms a mediating link between matter and
spirit— the Holy Spirit {id., p. 125). Milbankpoints out Zizek’s problematic

theological methoend the ensuing ‘strange’ interpretation of Christianity.?® Zizek, on

the other hand, refuses to engage Wiiitbank’s paradox as it is not truly materialist,

since it still maintains an ideological structure of the big Other. The meta-narrative that
Zizek uses- Protestant (Hegelian) dialectids the only one that he will use, for it

alone has, according to him, a truly materialistic essence and potential. This results in an
impasse, which is perhaps best summed up by Zizek’s final contribution to the work

(ibid., pp. 235-306), in which he observes that the exchange with Milbank has been
reduced to each man reiterating his respective notions and has therefore exhausted its

potentials ipid., p. 235).

Further Engagement?

Having arrived at the point of exhaustion, the question thus presents itself whether it is
meaningful to keep engaging Zizek? Milbank certainly seems to think it is not, as
demonstrated in an interview fohe Immanent Framgchneider and Milbank, 2010)

shortly after the co-authored volume. To a question about the prospects for a

26 That is, ‘strange’ in the sense that Zizek’s resulting interpretation of Christianity is something
completely alien to the traditional conception.
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philosophical encounter with theology that does not assent to a transcendent deity,
Milbank responds: ‘I think that, in the end, the prospects are non-existent’ (ibid.). Zizek

purely insists upon his reading of theology without considering the points of his
dialogical partners. These partners, who are theologians and enter this discussion about
theology’s sociological potential, are right to expect a theological discussion. Yet, Zizek

IS not a theologian and any expectation of him to reflect on his materialist theology

strictly ab intra theologiaéalls upon deaf ears.

Indeed, Zizek’s materialistic interpretation of theology appears odd to the
classical theological reader, insofar as it lacks a serious consideration of the traditional
or current biblical scholarship, or engagement withChurch Fathers or Karl Barth’s
Church Dogmatic$1936-1969), or even Latin American Liberation Theology. For
example, irZizek’s presentation of the weakness of the legalistic reading of the
atonement (2003, pp. 102-103), he simply ignores the response to that in the form of
Anselm’s Cur Deus Homd1898) in the eleventh centutyHe also rarely refers to any
contemporary New Testament scholars or contemporary theologians in general. There

are few exceptions, such as when in his description of God as perverted he refers to the

27 This is also observable Hizek: A Very Critical Introduction (2008), where Marcus Pound, similar to
Millbank, argues for a return to the Thomistic theology and chediefiizek’s system as a whole. He
proposes that the only way to do so is from the standpoint of thealmbgroceeds to read his thought
theology, rather than merely pitting theology against critical theory. Thus Zizek is critiqued for remaining
locked in the very system he is critical-o$acrifice— and that his entire theoretical apparatus is
predicated upon such a sacrificial system, leaving the violence of saasfibe horizon of the political.
Pound furthermore questions whether abandonment on the Crossaliashe final word, and claims
Zizek’s resulting nihilism is incapable of sustaining an ideological critique and promulgates an ontology
of revolution but not the progressive path toward Socialism. Pound clalmasé¢aecognised the
importance of not adopting a defensive stand against Zizek but instead fully endorsing his claim — that
Christianity reallyis worth saving. Unfortunately, Pound’s reading of Zizek as a theologian turns out as a
critique of the latter’s materialistic theology and argumentation for adoption of a Thomistic outlook.
28 It may be that his treatment of atonement models, which appears tmbyaarlyDid Somebody Say
Totalitarianism®2001d) is an example of Zizek’s development process of theological materialism
(similar to his abandonment of Freud’s account of religion). In that case he later realises that a discussion
of the atonement models is unnecessary.
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English edition of Rudolf Bultmann’s New Testament Theolog{iiiek, 2003, p. 118),

or whenusing John Howard Yoder’s rejection of the ‘Constantinian shift” as an

illustration of a norreconciled political standpoint (Zizek, 2010c, pp. 129-130)2° In

fact, his ignorance of the contemporary theological thought is revealed in his
classification of the Norwegian metaphysician Peter Wessel Zapffe as a theologian
(Zizek, 2014, p. 271).%C Instead, Zizek crafts his understanding of the New Testament by
reading it in the context of Hegel, Lacan, Marx and contemporary radical philosophy.
Certainly, Zizek at times engages theological thinkers, such as Chesterton or
Kierkegaard, but at other times he chooses simply not to. The deciding criterion is their
materialistic potential. This is also observed in Zizek’s liberal consideration of the

biblical text itself, such as his selectivity in the Book of Job, or paraphrasing the original

text in the Gospels.

However,Zizek’s reason for this serious lack of consideration of the traditional
theological scholarship lies in the conviction that such an activity would be not only
unproductive but also obsolete, since that scholarship represents the restrictive and
perpetual lost-ness in the Symbolic, failing to see its materialistic ground. His response
would perhaps be along the lines of his conclusioth®Parallax ViewZizek, 2006b,
pp. 382-282), in which he argues that sometimes the best way to fight against ideology
is to do nothing. He illustrates his politics of refusal by using the enigmatic title

character of Herman Melville’s story Bartleby the Scrivenef2009), who answers every

221n “Trial Balance’ of The Politics of Jesys¥oder condemned Constantine's integration of the imperial
government with the Church and argued that it leadslouble bind, where one either ‘accepts, without
serious qualification, the responsibility of politics.], or one chooses a withdrawn position of either
personal-monastic-vocational or sectarian character, which is apoli§fcaler, 1972, pp. 10506).

30 perhaps Zizek might respond that he is merely extrapolating the theological import of Zapffe’s

antinatalist philosophical position.
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request withle phrase: ‘I would prefer not to.” ZiZek explains that in order to radically
refuse the ideological system, he must sometimes also radically refuse the devices by
which he distances himself from it, and in this way convince himself that he is not part
of the problem. This, he argues, like God’s self-abandonment on the Cross, is another
example of a dialectical negation of negation, a change in perspective that transforms an
apparent defeat into victory. Perhaps, then, ZiZek would respond to the request to
engage with theologicatholarship similarly, by responding: ‘I would prefer not to!’

To enlighten this politics of refusal from another perspective, one could consider
Walter Benjamin's essay “Zur Kritik der Gewalt” (Benjamin, 1920-1921, pp. 179-204).
In it Benjamin argues that challenges to, or violations of, the law always threaten to turn
full circle and become a law-making violence of their own. This is a cycle bound to
endless repetition, like that of the mythical punishment of Prometheds pp. 196-
197). In the light of this problem Benjamin proposes that ther@wyiutionaryforms
of violence that desnot re-instate the violence of the law are proletarian strikes. Rather
than extorting concessions from the bosses, the general strike makes no demands other
than the complete transformation of social relations and of work itself. This type of
strike is a pure means and therefore not violent because its ends are radically senseless,
unreasonable and extravagant according to capitalist logitike&s only intention is
non-participation in the logic of ends and means and a refusal of mythical imperatives
in which transgression of the law meets with punishment.

Thus, Zizek’s selectivity and liberal interpretation of the theological sources are
along the lines of the ‘political criticism’ of the French Marxist literary critic Pierre

Macherey, who, i Theory of Literary Productignobserves that:
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The speech of a book comes from a certain silence, a matter which it

endows with form, a ground on which it traces a figure. Thus, the book is

not self-sufficient; it is necessarily accompanied logdain absence,

without which it would not exist. A knowledge of the book must include

a consideration of this absence (Macherey, 1978, p. 85).
This, he argues, establishes the usefulness and legitimacy of asking of every production
what it tacitly implies, but does not say. The challenge of critical reading is therefore to
get beneath the surface of a text’s ideological assumptions by asking of it what it does
not say, to expose its silences and evasions. According to Macherey, literary texts have
a particular ability to reveal ideological contradictions, which turns literary study into a
politically subversive act. No doubt Zizek would argue the same: it is absolutely
legitimate to ask of theological texts, including the Scripture, what they tacitly imply,
what they do not say. When read in this way, they reveal the ideological narratives
inscribing or creating meaning and thereby the veiled presence of the tReal
materialistic core of theology. As it will become clear time and again in this thesis,
Zizek as a critical theorist carries in his heart the conviction that what is truly important,
philosophically and politically, is that humanity resists the tendency to ascribe meaning
or, indeed, any valuation and identity to life. Accordingly, the true Judeo-Christian
legacy is not the fullness of meaning, but rather an acceptance of the meaninglessness of
the universe. This temptation to meaning is for Zizek our struggle, to paraphrase
Ephesians 6:12, the authority and cosmic power of the present darkness, to be resisted at

all cost. In this struggle Zizek urges: ‘Do not be conformed to this world, but be

transformed by the renewing of your minds’ (Romans 12:2).

What, then, is the potential of theological engagementXiittk? Should any

further activity take the form of merely accentuating the unreconcilable differences
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between traditional theological perspectives and Zizek’s atheist materialist meta-

narrative? In other words, is the limit of this engagement to assess and differentiate?

Potential for Further Engagement

I suggest that the potential of engagement with ZiZzek lies in the challenge that his

materialistic interpretation poses to theolagylf-understanding, by highlighting the
importance of recognizing, reflecting upon, engaging and speaking into its cultural
context. In his semindlheology and Contemporary Critical ThedM/ard, 2000b), the
radical orthodox Graham Ward examines ciltibeory’s employment of theological

resources in the critique of modernity but also considers the implication of that for
theology as a discipline. Theology, he argues, has been presented with an opportunity to
engage in ‘Cross-cultural conversation; not where we are the key players, but where we
have a contribution to make’ (ibid., viii), and calls for a two-fold response. Alongside a
theological assessment of the critical theoretical thought, which characterises the radical
orthodox engagement with Zizek, he advocates a discerning of its resources in the

service of theologyThe potential of engaging Zizek, I propose, is located in the second

part of Ward’s consideration — discerning critical theory’s resources in the service of

theology. It takes two formsn extrapolation of theology’s sociological import and in

service of its critical self-understanding.

Demonstrating the Sociological Import of Theology

First, engagement with critical theorists like ZiZek is a recognition of the opportunity his
intervention into the theory of theology’s sociological potential presents to speak with
them about the socio-political issues of the twenty-first century adroitly, effectively,

responsibly and in a self-reflexive manner in pursuit of a distinct sociological
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conviction.After all, this is what Zizek calls for inThe Monstrosity of Christ for

theological partners in this endeavétithis is what Ward (2005, p. 266) describes as
theology’s ‘confrontational, not simply analytical’ method and is observed whenever

the theological sources venture beyond the differentiation of their own views in order to

demonstrate the socio-political potential of theology.

One instance where this can be observed is in the engagement of the Croatian
Lutheran theologian Boris Gunjg. In God in Pain(Zizek and Gunjevié, 2012),
Gunjevi¢ welcomes Zizek’s challenge and goes about demonstrating that there are many
hidden treasures in the history of Christianity (including its revolutionary potential),
which lie buried and undiscovered for perhaps hundreds or even thousands of years (pp.
1-26). Indeed, it is theology’s responsibility to uncover these treasures that at times might

have been considered rejects or obsoletes. He goes on to claim that:

Inasmuch as theology is a deliberation on ecclesial practice in the light of
God's word, then this practice must be shaped by the theological virtues of
faith, hope, and charity, ever ready to communicate liberty, equality, and

fraternity(ibid., p. 26)

This quote clearly shows that Gunjevi¢ has not simply taken Zizek’s side, for he still
considers theology to be the only fitting thought which can offer incarnational resources

and incarnational tools for changing the world. Gunjevi¢, however, recognises that to

challenge Zizek over his meta-narrative and his theological method is unproductive.

31 However, Milbank does not proceed any further from critiquing Zizek’s nihilism and the Hegelian
meta-narrative. This has already been observed about the debasmliogy and the PoliticgKotsko,
20009, p. 117).
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Instead, throughout the chapters of the book Gunjevi¢ discusses the incarnational tools

and ecclesial practices that Christianity offers.

In the second chapteiib{d., pp. 73102) Gunjevi¢ gives the example of
Augustine'sCity of God (1950-1954)2 which can serve both as a contrast to or rebuke
of the current global capitalist politics, and as constructive instruction for the alternative
way ahead?® He mentions Augustine's observation that the Empire did not become vast
and powerful because of its political allies or its military might but because, after
subjugating other nations, the Romans brought them into the common Roman state (Zizek
and Gunjevi¢, 2012, pp. 88-90). In other words, they were all granted equal rights and
privileges in the community of Rome. It was exactly the guidance of the one true God
with its ideal of the heavenly city which helped the Romans in this. Furthermore, the
Romans attained their glory and supremacy because of the orderly guidance for desire, as
it is only that which builds proper communitipi@., pp. 95-96). Augustine critiqued the
virtues of the Empire which always sought to increase capital and legitimize various
forms of terror. He suggested that the only way to strip away the supports for this is to
engage in ecclesiastical practices, and in this way counter these Empire virtues by not
participating in them. This no doubt resonates with Zizek’s politics of refusal (‘I would
prefer not to!’). This instruction that Gunjevi¢ observes in Augustine functions as a
subversive counter-parable to the imperial meta-narrabie,(p. 100). What Gunjevic,

in the tradition of Augustine, calls ‘nomadism’ or ascetic exercise, and Zizek calls

32 Augustine’s work was a response to the accusation that the fall of Rome was Christianity’s fault.

33 Interestingly, this is also what Gustavo Gutierrez says ififeslogy of Liberatior(which, it can be
said, is a manifesto of Liberation Theology in some ways), in wheghraiseAugustine’s City of God
as the classic correct method of theological approach, because the Word ob&iad Isrought to bear
on the present historical situation (Gutierrez, 1974,.p. 5)
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‘politics of refusal’, becomes ‘the fundamental coordinates that help ground the political
subject’ (ibid., p. 102). In this they both agree. Gunjevi¢ does not attempt to convince
Zizek of the need either to abstain from Empire virtues or to engage in ecclesial practices,

for indeed that would be to bring the engagement to its end yet again.

Gunjevi¢ engages Zizek as a critical theorist analysing the daily socio-political
realities and their ruptures, rather than as a theologian. As such he acts exactly in the
way Zizek does and no doubt expects the same of his potential theological sparring-
partners- in other words, by radically refusing the devices by which he might distance
himself from such atheistic interpretatiofsthis Gunjevic resists the temptation of
convincing himself that he is not part of the problem that is Zizek’s heterodox
interpretation of Christianity. Through this ‘negation of negation’, an apparent defeat
(the failure to engage with Zizek’s atheistic elements) is transformed into victory. It is

as if Gunjevi¢ himself is simply saying, ‘I would prefer not to!’

Critical Theory in the Service of Theology

The second potential of this engagemietat theology’s contextual partners, like

critical theory, bring about a greater awareness of the historically embedded
particularity of its own truth claims. The failure to engage these partners is both a
misunderstanding of the position, function and method of Christian theology in its
cultural context and its misplacement. Instead, when theologians reflect on
philosophical interpretations of Christianity such as Zizek’s, they discover the

potentiality of removing every-day theological texts from the automatism of perception

and making them appear in a new light.
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Theappropriation of Zizek’s insight in the service of theology can be observed
with the Swedish theologian Ola Sigurdson wWhd§linvoj Zizek, The Death of God, and
Zombies(2013), stages a mutually critical dialogue between Zizek’s psychoanalytically
inspired notion of the undead aAdgustine’s understanding of human subjectivity in
Confession§1961). Despite his atheistic declaration and dismissal of all pre-modern
philosophy and theology, Sigurdson argues, ZiZek’s theology is structurally similar to
Augustine’s anthropology, thus suggesting that the relationship is more complex than
Zizek allows. While Zizek would no doubt complain that talk of Augustine is a plain
return to the traditional transcendent theology, Sigurdson would respond that the
relationship between immanence and transcendence in Augustine is more complex than
a mere positing of a transcendent object somehow influencing Augustine’s innermost
self. It is rather that the innermost being of the self is not the self itself but something
other than the self. This is afigl with Zizek’s Lacanian assertion that the core of the

subject is outside himself (Sigurdson, 2013, p. 377).

Sigurdson concludes that both Zizek and Augustine are united in rejecting any
superficial and transparent understanding of self, and become, consequently, an
example of the engagement of a theological and psychoanalytical narrative. For
Sigurdson, what Zizek offers theology is an account of human subjectivity that does not
shy away from its profound alienation. ‘It is only through passing through the
acceptance of death drive within ourselves that we can lose all narcissistic pretentions of
being in charge of our actions and their consequences or having a given place in the

symbolic edifice, paradoxically gaining our true subjectivity and our ultimate freedom’
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(ibid., p. 379). Zizek’s psychoanalytic discussion of concepts makes theological sense,

Sigurdson argues.

Gunjevi¢ and Sigurdson have discerned the use of Zizek’s resources for
theology the first by deciding to further elaborate Zizek’s consideration of theology as
the ultimate political act through a discussion of the incarnational tools and ecclesial
practices that Christianity offers, and the second by reflecting on how concepts from
Zizek’s thought can function as a theoretical resource through which theological themes
can find a contemporary expressidhile appreciative o6iunjevi¢ and Sigurdson’s
appropriation of Zizek in the service of theology, this thesis will attempt to explore the
potential of theological engagement with critical theory even further, through utilisation
of Zizek’s insights in critical theological self-reflection. In contrast to their
appropriation, aimed at the extrapolation and outward-looking demonstration of
theology’s sociological potential, this thesis will appropriate Zizek as a critical theorist
in reflection on the act, content and implications of the Christian faith. Its primary

character and focus will thus be deliberately critical and inward oriented.

Theoretical Framework: Critical Theory and Critical Theology

Critical Theory

This interdisciplinary thesis is undertaken from the perspective of theory, which has
become one of the greatest growth areas in cultural analysis and academic life over the
last few decades. It is now taken for granted that theoretical tools can be applied to the

study of virtually anything, for example, texts, societies, gender relations as well as
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religion and theology, in order to reveal greater insight of those cultural art¢fasts.
such, theoretical analysis is an innately pluralist exercise, for it presents a range of
possible methods and perspectives by which to analyse them and their costeiés,
political, historical, gender, ethnic. It is in line with this theoretical ethos that Zizek’s
materialist philosophy will be applied to the study of Bonhoeffer’s theology in order to
reveal greatemsight into the latter’s thought. At the same time, it will, by placing them
alongside, yield new insights into understanding Zizek. Foremost, it will highlight the
fundamental role of their engagement with each other’s discipline. Thus, it will provide
anaccount of and reflection upon Zizek’s engagement with theology and highlight and
clarify the consequent theological character and persuasion of his materialism, while
also drawing attention to Bonhoeffer’s engagement with philosophy and its fundamental

role in the development of his thought.

More specifically, the thesis is undertaken from the perspective of critical
theory. The field of critical theory is distinguished by going further than merely
applying theoretical tools to the study of phenomena in order to increase our
understanding of them. This Western post-Marxist theory, when applied to the society
as a whole, critiques it and seeks to bring about change (Horkheimer, 2002, pp. 188-
243). In its application of Marx’s famous dictum that ‘the philosophers have only
interpreted the world, in various ways; the point, however, is to change it’ (Marx, 1975,
p. 64), critical theory digs beneath the surface of social life and attempts to uncover the

assumptions that keep us from understanding how ‘the world’ works, or rather, that tell

34 The phenomenon of ‘cultural studies’ in general, one of the major success stories of interdisciplinary
enquiry, is based on just that assumptidhat any area of our culture is amenable to the application of
the latest theories.
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us how the world ‘works’, why and how these assumptions have been constructed, why

it is impossible to imagine an alternative and how that is to be done nonetheless. In
pursuit of this goal it fosters debate between all the major social sciences, the arts and
the humanities, hoping to arrive at alternative accounts, interpretations and readings of
phenomena which will produce tension within existing narratives. Thus, it is within the
remit of critical theory that Zizek’s concept of anti-identitariaristruggling universality’

will be applied in consideration of the ‘community of saints’ Bonhoeffer explored in his

first thesis in order to reveal greater insight into the thought expressed therein.
Bonhoeffer’s theological arguments for true community and its form will be examined
from Zizek’s materialist perspective, evaluating whether his arguments are unassailable

and his conclusions are valid, particularly with regards to matters of ontology and
identity. At the same time, however, it will be demonstrated Bowhoeffer’s thoughts

from Sanctorum Communioan be employed in critical social theory, thus applying
Wayne Whitson Floyd’s observation that ‘theology for Dietrich Bonhoeffer was above

all a form ofcritical theory, astyle of thinking in the service of action’ (Floyd, 1991, p.

175)3%

Critical Theology

It is in this respect that the thesis is undertaken within the interdisciplinarity of critical
theory and theology or, rather, of an emergent ‘critical theology’. I call it emergent
because its conception is continually developing and changing in its cultural context,

just as critical theory itself is an ever-evolving concept. Indeed, the current embodiment

35 This quote is takefiom Whitson Floyd’s article discussing the sustained critical reflection of
Bonhoeffer’s thought.
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of critical theorists whose theoretical analysis and critique of society at large is driven
by theological convictions, such as Zizek and Alain Badiou, is distinct from its origins

in the Frankfurt School with Herbert Marcuse, Theodor Adorno and Max Horkeimer
(1969), while still continuing its trajectory of wedding theory and praxis. In a similar
way, critical theology is not a uniform and stable concept but is constantly evolving. Its
touchstone can perhaps be located in Rudolf Bultmann’s theology of subjective

existence taking into account the post-war reality and its implications (Bultmann, 1933).
Indeed, the post-war modern theology was in general occupied with reflection upon its
contextual ‘existence’ and this is certainly also observed with Bonhoeffer. Thus it was

in Gareth Jones’ seminal Bultmann: Towards CritidaTheology(1990) andCritical
Theology(1995), which also discussed Bonhoeffer, that the term ‘critical theology’

made its appearance. Jones was in pursuit of a theology reflective of its late twentieth-
century context of modernity and addressing its concerns. This thesis seeks to further
the critically reflective character of theology Jones discussed, although in a distinctly
postmodern context. As such it finds itself in the company of numerous and invaluable
theological endeavours to engage with postmodern philosophy, such as Mark C. Taylor,

Graham Ward and Jean-Luc Maritn.

Yet the focus of this thesis is even more speeifoostmodern critical theory. In
his formativeTheology and Contemporary Critical Thediyard, 2000b), the radical

orthodox Graham Ward examinedtical theory’s employment of theological resources

36 Taylor’s Erring: A Postmodern A/Theologil 984) was one of the earliest attempts to study theology
from the poststructuralist perspective, Ward’s Barth, Derrida and the Language of Theol¢§995)

offered Barth’s doctrine of analogy as a theological reading of Derrida's economy of difference, and Jean-
Luc Marion’s God Without Being(1991) engaged in a postmodern, Heideggerian discussion of tine nat
of Gad.
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in the critique of modernity but also considered the implication of that for theology as a
discipline.This thesis seeks to contribute particularly to theology’s understanding of its

role, position and potential in this engagement. It considers critical theology, a theology
within the matrix of critical theory itself. Such an understanding of theology is more
perspectival, rather than positional, challenging the socio-political constructs perceived
as absolute and objective, while concomitantly reflecting critically upon the framework
of theological analysis and theory production. The thesis thus welcomes the recently
publishedCarl Raschke’s ground-breakingCritical Theology: Introducing an Agenda

for an Age of Global Crisi$2016), wherein he recognises the immense consequences of
critical theory’s appropriation of theology for theology itself and calls for naming the

emerging genre ‘critical theology’. Raschke’s is the first work that directly attempts to

trace the contours of this form of theological thinking by differentiating it from political
theology. Concomitantly, Jeffrey Robbins published his own thouglRadical

Theology: A Vision for Chang€016), although avoiding the term critical theology and
instead reinventing the content and focus of radical theology. Even though this thesis
deeply appreciates the critical character and sociological potential of their elaborating
theology, it does not easily identify with either of these works. That is certainly the case
with Robbins’ identification of the character of this theological thinking as postsecular

but also with their shared conviction of its primary aim as demonstrating theology’s

sccial potential. This thesis rather aims to stretch the concept of critical theology further
by highlighting its self-reflectivity through appropriation of critical theoretical

resources. It thus finds itself masimparable to Floyd’s Theology and the Dialectics of

Otherness: On Reading Bonhoeffer and Ado{t@88) which, by engaging Bonhoeffer
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and Adorno, not only contributes to the engagement between theology and critical
theory but also examines the future of dialectical theology as a form of non-identity
thinking that is receptive to the epistemological, social and ethical priority of

Otherness! A critical theoretical challenging of the understanding of critical theology.

It is in this multifarious and constantly developing sense of critical theology as
‘emerging’ that this thesis is developed, located specifically at its convergence with
critical theory. In order to further clarify the interdisciplinary, critical theological
conviction and naturef this thesis, I will refer to Bonhoeffer’s own positioning in the

foreword to the chosen text:

In this study social philosophy and sociology are employed in the
service of theology. Only through such an approach, it appears, can
we gain a systematic understanding of the community-structure of the
Christian church. This work belongs not to the discipline of sociology
of religion, but to theology. The issue of a Christian social philosophy
and sociology is a genuinely theological one, because it can be
answered only on the basis of an understanding of the church. The
more this investigation has considered the significance of the social
category for theology, the more clearly has emerged the social
intention of all the basic Christian concepts. ‘Person’, ‘primal state’,

‘sin’, and ‘revelation’ can be fully comprehended only in reference to
sociality [Sozialitat]. If genuinely theological concepts can only be
recognised as established and fulfilled in a special social context, then
it becomes evident that a sociological study of the church has a
specifically theological character (DBWE 1: p. 21).

37 Floyd’s work is thus also in contrast to other Bonhoeffer works whose aim is primarily to demonstrate

the sociological relevance of Bonhoeffer, such as Jeffrey Pugh’s Religionless Christianity2008), or
Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s Theology Today (de Gruchyet al 2009). Pugh applies the concept of religionless
Christianity, which he understands as Bonhoeffer’s struggle with the deconstruction of his age, to our
contemporary struggles. The collection of essay3iévich Bonhoeffer’s Theology Today seeks to
appropriate Bonhoeffer’s insights to the apparent contemporary dualism of fundamentalism and
secularism.
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In parallel to Bonhoeffer’s employment of social philosophy in the service of theology,

here it is critical theory that is employed in the service of theology. Only through such
an approach, it appears, can we examine Bonhoeffer’s conception of the church as a
community structure and its sociological implications. This thesis then belongs not to a
clear-cut discipline of theology or indeed sociology, but is perhaps to be understood
rather as critical theological theory which brings together concepts from various
theoretical legacies. The issue of the sociological potential of theology is a genuinely
critical one, because its full dimensionality can only be grasped from this
interdisciplinary and critical perspective. The more this investigation has considered the
significance of the social category for Bonhoeffer’s theology on the one hand, and the
significance of the theological category for Zizek’s critical theory on the other, the more

the specific sociological character of theology and its critical potential have emerged.

Within its critical theological theoretical framework, this thesis will thus
demonstrate three things: First, that this kind of critical theoretical engagement of Zizek
and Bonhoeffer is model insofar as it understands both the nature and critical power of
their intervention into theology or philosophy, respectively, and enters into a
deliberation of theology as the ultimate socio-political act; second, that theology as a
theoretical reflection can function as a powerful instrument for both sociological
analysis and critique, as it has always suggested that another world is, in fact, possible;
yet third and foremost, it will demonstrate that critical theory can function as a resource

in the necessary critical reflection on the act, content and implications of the Christian

38 In that sense, what is witnessed in Bonhoeffer is the embodimtmis abnviction and its application
to Hegelian and Schelerian sociological cgng what is observed in Zizek is its return in the guise of
psychoanalysis or Post-Marxism or Hegelianism.
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faith. In that sense, Zizek’s insights can aid the task of critical theology in evaluating the

position, function and method of theology.

The purpose of this thesis is thus not simply theological but rather the
development of a critical theological perspective. Accordingly, the theory of the given
reality of theological concepts is understood or examined from the perspective of
critical theory. In some sense then, the thesis continues the observed trajectory of recent
writing on critical theory and theology, while also taking the engagement further. While
it does include reflection on how theology can be used in the service of critical theory,
its primary focus is on how critical theory can help bring out the necessary self-
criticality of theology. Only in this way is theology able to face up to its own
‘problems’, such as that of identity, explored in this thesis with reference to Bonhoeffer.

As a (nascent) theologian and critical theorist, | can only hope that this study will be

seen as a modest contribution to critical theology.

Outline

The thesis explores five main points

1. Tt seeks to provide a clear presentation of Zizek’s necessarily theological
political thought resulting in a ‘struggling universality’.

2. Tt examines the nature of theological engagement with Zizek thus far and
identifies the potential thereof.

3. It appliesthat potential to Bonhoeffer’s social theology of Sanctorum

Communiq examining his engagement with social philosophy, his attempt to
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demonstrate the sociality of theological concepts and his upholding of the
church as a model form of community.

4. It thus demonstrates how Zizek’s critical theory can be utilised as a resource in
the service of critical reflection upon Bonhoeffer’s theology, while also
showing how Bonhoeffer’s social theology can be used in the service of Zizek’s
critical theory.

5. It thereby contributes not only to the theological engagement with critical
theory but, most importantly, to the development of a distinct perspective of
critical theology.

The thesis has two parts, each consisting of two chapters. While Part One focuses on the
formation, contextualisation and presentation of Zizek’s political theology, Part Two

engages it in a critical reading of Bonhoeffer’s social theology.

I will begin in Chapter 1 with Zizek’s intellectual background, presented in three
parts. A very brief but meaningful intellectual biography will illuminate some of the
matters discussed in the second part of this chapter on the conceptual framework of his
thought. Georg Hegel, Karl Marx and Jacques Lacan will be identified as the main
philosophical forces of his thought and an outline of their more pertinent ideas will be
given— Hegelian dialectics, Marx’s critique of capitalism and his conception of
ideology, Lacan’s emancipation of psychoanalytic theory and his Orders — together with
an overview of how they are employed by ZiZek in his work. The last part of this
chapter will focus on Zizek’s context of post-Marxism by way of contrast with the
debates on postsecularity in which his voice at time appears, thus rounding off an

introduction to his intellectual background.
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Chapter 2 will provide an account of Zizek’s engagement with Christian
theology, its importance for his political thought and the outcome ther@odical
universalism grounded in the theology of dialectical materialism. After an introduction
to the account, I will examine ZiZek’s critique of Badiou in The Ticklish Subjecf1999a)
and the significance thereof. | will then present how he develops his own understanding
of Christianity and the political potential of its subversive element, but only after a brief
description of his rejection of actually existing Christianity. Next, | will look at the
product of the theologisation of his political thought in the form of dialectical

materialism, its overcoming of the constitutive exception and the new communality.

Before insights from Zizek’s theological materialism can be appropriated in a
critical reading of Bonhoeffer’s social theology, Chapter 3 will offer a necessary
presentation of the latter’s intellectual background. After a short intellectual
bibliography which, like its counterpart with Zizek, does not seek to provide an account
of Bonhoeffer’s life®® but merely to demonstrate how certain biographical elements can
further enlighten his intellectual development and contribdfidnyill situate
Bonhoeffer’s endeavour to exegete and apply the ethical and sociological potential of
traditional theological concepts in the context of modern theology. Finally, | will
discuss Bonhoeffer’s intellectual formation with a specific interest. Rather than
functioning as a general presentation of the various thinkers who have shaped or driven

his thought, the thesis will focus on a selection of particular thinkers who, during his

%% There are good works which pursue that particular goal, exemplified bEsiglyard Bethge. See
Bethge (1994)Bethge (1999); and Bethge, Bethge and Gemmels (eds.) (1986). Abtlysse, there are
numerous other biographies that constitute a valuable reading, includimgaReld1998)Robertson
(1989); and Wind (1990).

407 also do not engage in examination of or argumentation for the unity of Bonhoeffer’s life and work, for
this would be outside the scope of this thesis.
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studies at the Friedrich Wilhelm UniversityBerlin, influenced Bonhoeffer’s sustained
engagement with philosophy: Ernst Toeltsch, Reinhold Seeberg, and Adolf von
Harnack. It will show both how these liberal theological thinkers introduced and in a
way projected Bonhoeffer into a dialectical engagement with social philosophical
thinkers such as Hegel and how this distinguished his perspective from that of the

reformed modern theologian Karl Barth.

In Chapter 4 Zizek’s thought will be utilised in a critical reading of Bonhoeffer’s
Sanctorum Communidonhoeffer’s engagement with social philosophy therein,
specifically Hegel, will be read alongside and considered from Zizek’s perspective in
order to examine: (1) Bonhoeffer’s understanding, criticism and development of Hegel,
particularly his conception of universality based upon the subject-object relationship
and the concept of objective spirit; (2) his attempt to demonstrate the sociality of
theological concepts of God, sin and the church; and (3) his upholding of the latter as
model form of commuity. Finally, the ZiZekian reading will also enable a brief
application of Bonhoeffer’s social forms — society, the mass and communitin
analysis of the contemporary struggle for social change located in the revolutionary

body.

Works Consulted, Referencing and Translation

This completely literature-based research interprets primary texts by making use of a
number of sources, including books that provide an introduction to Slavoj Zizek’s
philosophy and Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s theology, works that elucidate the main

influences on Zizek’s philosophy as well as Bonhoeffer’s engagement with philosophy,

their respective works and also works that serve as an introduction to them. With
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regards to Zizek’s own works the focus will be on those within which his theological
materialism is developed, works by academics in response to Zizek and works co-edited
with Zizek that represent a dialogue with him. With regards to Bonhoeffer’s own works,

the focus will be on his first doctoral dissertati®anctorum Communjavhile calling
upon other works in the presentation of his thought. All Bonhoeffer references in this
thesis are to thBietrich Bonhoeffer Worksollection (DBWE) and will first list the
volume number of the critical edition, followed by the page number and the eventual

footnote in square brackets.g. DBWE 1: p. 111 [11].

Although the literature | have consulted includes works in Slovene (which is my
mother-tongue), they are far fewer in number than | had expected. | discovered during
the literature reww that since the beginning of ZiZek’s international career most of his
work has been published in English first and only subsequently translated into Slovene.
The Slovene articles by Zizek mentioned in the bibliography thus only repeat thoughts
he originally developed in the English language. Furthermore, because of the sheer
number of his publications, only a portion of his work is translated into Slovene. That is
certainly the case with his recent works of engagement with theology, stlich as
Monstrosity of ChriseandGod in Pain of which there are no translations.

Consequently, Zizek’s engagement with theologians such as Milbank or Gunjevié is
unexploredand limited to a few descriptive articles such as Kocijan¢i¢’s ‘Zizek in
debata o resnici KrS¢anske Filozofije’ (Kocijancic¢, 2010). The thesis will also address
the lack of consideration of ZiZek’s academic output prior to his international career.

This explains the absence of Slovene sources in this thesis.
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As part of this research | have also consulted German theological and
philosophical works in their original language. My initial plan was to reference and
guote the German editions, providing a translation in footnotes. However, since this is
not primarily a philological thesis and because space is limited, | have resorted to using
the English edition of the works in quotations. This decision was supported by the
careful cross-referencing in the English editions of key texts, such Bsetiieh
Bonhoeffer Work§DBWE) and the various editions of Hegel’s translations. This allows
for an immediate location of the corresponding passage in the German edition. In the
absence of cross-referencing, | have provided references to the latter also. Where an
English translation is not available, | have provided a translation and have, occasionally,
given preference to the German edition of those works, in order to emphasise a

particular feature of the original tex
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Chapter 1:Zifek’s Intellectual Background

1.1Zizek’s Intellectual Biography

In this section | seek to providdmellectual biography of Zizek. As much as I wished

to avoid delving into biographical matters, this very brief and concise summary can
serve to shed light on some of the matters discussed in the section on the intellectual
background of his thought, and is therefore in my opinion meaningful. It is divided in

two parts: the beginning and the international acclaim.

1.1.1 The beginning

Slavoj Zizek was born in 1949 as the only child to JoZe and Vesna, who were both
bureaucrats in Ljubljana, Slovenia, which was then part of the Socialist Federal
Republic of Yugoslavia. Even though Yugoslavia was a socialist country ruled by
Marshal Tito (1892-1980), it was not aligned with the Eastern Bloc. Thus the political
position of Yugoslavia that Zizek was born into was particular, with self-managing
socialism and a non-aligned status; it had an eleméntlafive’ cultural freedom

(compared to the communist countries in the Eastern Bloc).

What was of particular influence on Zizek was access to the films, popular
culture and theory of the non-communist West, which he consumed avidly in preference
to the domestic television, books and films approved by the Community Party. Much of
his encyclopaedic knowledge of Hollywood cinema was acquired during his teenage
years, when he spent long hours at a theatre that specialized in showing foreign films.

This was also the time when he devoted himself to reading foreign literature and
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developed an early taste for philosophy. He enrolled to read philosophy and sociology at
the University of Ljubljana, where he read widely, no doubt aided by his linguistic
abilities— he spoke six languages. He was principally influenced by the Marxist
Slovenian philosophéBozidar Debenjak (1935- ).4! Because of Yugoslavia’s break

with the Soviet Union in 1948, its Marxism was decidedly Western, rather than the
philosophy of the Soviet Union. Indeed, Debenjak was one of the first to introduce the
thought of the Frankfurt School in the curricula of Yugoslavian universities and was as
such integil in Zizek’s turn to critical theory and also German idealism. In Debenjak's
courseZizek read Marx'Das Kapitalthrough the lens of HegePhanomenologie des
Geistes a perspective which has heavily influenced his contemporary works. He
graduated in 1971 and continued with postgraduate study reading philosophy, which he
completed in 1975. His four-hundred-page thesis was enflthedTheoretical and

Practical Relevance of French Structuralisnwork which analysed the growing

influence of the French thinkers Jacques Lacan, Jacques Derrida, Julia Kristeva, Claude
Lévi-Strauss and Gilles Deleuze. The superior quality of his thesis stirred up interest
among the university's philosophy faculty, but also highlighted his stretching of Marxist

theory.

In 1979 he was given a post as researcher at the Institute of Sociology and
Philosophy, University of Ljubljana, and earned his first Doctorate in Philosophy on

German idealism. Concurrently, Zizek became part of a significant group of Slovenian

41 His Vstop v Marksisticno Filozofijo [Introduction to Marxist Philosophy1977) was published ifour
editions, and was one of the most influential syntheses of Marxist thougluvienia. He also translated
several works, mostly from German, including several works bl/Marx (especially young

Marx), Friedrich Engels, Rosa Luxemburg, Theodor Adorno, Maxih&mer, Herbert Marcuse, Karl
Korsch, Lenin, Jirgen Habermas and Martin Luther. He also translated Hegaismenology of the
Mind and co-authored one of the most comprehensive Slovene-German diesionar
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scholars working on the theories of the French psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan (1901-
1981) and with whom he went on to found the Society for Theoretical Psychoanalysis in
Ljubljana. This group, among whose best-known members are Mladen Dolar and
Zizek's second wife Renata Salecl (b. 1962), established editorial control over a journal
calledProblemiand began to publish a book series cafledlecta In 1981 he also
travelled to Paris, together with Dolar, at the invitation of Jacdugis-Miller, Lacan’s
sonin-law, who held an exclusive, thirty-student seminar at the Ecole de la Cause
Freudienne in which he examined the works of Lacan on alpagage basis. It was at
this seminar, where Zizek and Dolar were the only representatives from Eastern Europe,

that Zizek developed his understanding of the later works of Lacan. Miller procured a
teaching fellowship for him at the Université Paris-VIII andas here that Zizek

finished his second Doctorate on a Lacanian reading of Hegel, Marx and Kripke.

In the same decade, after Tito’s death in 1980, there was a growing political
opposition and a push for greater independéyate federation’s constituent republics
of Yugoslavia- among them Slovenia. ZiZek returned to Slovenia and became a regular
columnist for a paper calledladina, which served as a platform for the growing
democratic opposition to the gradually diminishing communist regime, in particular its
policies of increasing militarization towards Slovenian society. He withdrew his
membership of the Communist Party together with thirty-two other public intellectuals
in 1988, during thdBTZ protest- a protest against the political trial in a military court
of those involved iMladina’s publishing of articles critical of the Yugoslavian army,
and became involved with a civil rights initiative, called the Committee for the Defence

of Human Rights. Indeed, the political opposition in Slovenia was theoretically driven
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by the previously mentioned group of scholars influenced by Althusser, Foucault and
Lacan, of which Zizek was a key member.*2 The group’s orientation was philosophical

and political, discussing theories of ideology and power, aided by German idealist
thinkers and popular cultur@ut of the civil rights initiativethey cofounded and

actively supported the Slovenian Liberal Democratic Party (LDS) and developed
particular interests in feminist and environmental issues, as well as preventing the right-
wing nationalists from seizing power. Zizek himself stood as a presidential candidate

for LDS inSlovenia’s first multi-party elections in 1990, but narrowly missed out.
However, this result was insignificant for Zizek’s academic career, since he was already

attracting international attention and his productivity only increased.

Unfortunately, the péod of ZiZek’s intellectual formation during his studies at
the University of Lubljana (1967-1981) and his academic activity prior to his emergence
on the international stage with the publicatiorfoé Sublime Object of Ideolodyt989)
has to date not been given appropriate consideration. Thus there is no investigation of
what | believe to be the principal influence of the Marxist Slovenian philosopher
Bozidar Debenjak (1935- ), the existential phenomenologist Tine Hribar (1941- ), who
was Zizek’s collaborator in the late 1970s, or the nihilist phenomenologist lvan
Urbanéi¢ (1930- ), who in 1979 employed ZiZek at the University’s Institute for
Sociology and Philosophy. Thus his post-doctoral period, marked by a continuing
pursuit of a Hegelian reading of Marx and engagement thereof with the thought of

Lacan remains unexplored. There is no consideration of his major works that

42 See Mackendrick in Winquist and Taylor (2001, pp. 371-37@2)eso Laclau also describes the
‘Slovenian Lacanian School” in his preface to Zizek’s The SublimeObject of Ideology1989). However,
the definitive work discussing the emergence of the Slovenian Lacan is Irwin and Moloh’s ZiZek and his
Contemporarie$2014).
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demonstrate and arguably define the development of his philosophy, SRwlacésa
Razlike[The Pain oDifférancqd (1971),Znak, ozacitelj, pismo [Sign, Signifier,

Writing] (1976),Hegel in oznacevalec [Hegel and the Signifier] (1980Jgodovina in
nezavedndHistory and the Unconscious] (198B)rokratija i Uzivanje [Bureaucracy

and Enjoyment] anéilozofija skozi psihoanalizo[Philosophy through

Psychoanalysis] (1984Froblemi teorije fetisizma [Problems of Fetishism Theory]
(1985),Hegel in objekt[Hegel and the Object] (198&)ezik, ideologija, Slovenci
[Language, Ideology, Slovenes] (1987) &naiga smrt Josipa Broza Tifdhe Second
Death of Josip Broz Tito] (1989}.Little or no consideration is given eitherZizek’s
numerous articles in journals from the ‘Slovene’ period, particularly his editorial
contributions tdProblemf* and Slovene newspapers suclba, Dnevnik and

Mladina, through which he communicated his political critique. Research with this
focus would enable exploration not only of the political implications but also of
applications of his philosophy, as these articles provide a theoretical framework of his
political engagement, particularly in the eighties and nineties, such as his involvement

with the Committee for the Defence of Human Rights or his presidential candidacy.

43 In order to fill the lacuna, these key texts would first need to bslated. A good place to start would
be with his first work on Heidegger and languaB&ecina razlike (1971), which he later cast aside. The
next milestone is probably his doctoral theslgge! in oznacevalec (1980), which brought together all
the topics still present in his work, aAdodovina in nezavedn@982), where he engaged in an analysis
of the historical shifts of the last two centuries. The works would thehtodge examined against the
backgroundf or with reference to thinkers such as Debenjak, who influenced or even ‘determined’
(positively or negatively) the development of his thought and especislifgdus on Marx, Hegel and
Lacan.

44 TheJournal of the Society for Theoretical PsychoariaJyestablished in Ljubljana in 1982, is devoted
to the conceptual development of psychoanalytic theory in its philasb@aipplications.
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1.1.2 International acclaim

Zizek’s first published book in English wa@ke Sublime Object of Ideolodi989),

which, as the culmination of his research, sought to provide a reading of the German
idealist philosopher Hegel through the prism of Lacan's psychoanalytic thought,
revolving around the idea of the Other. Since then, Zizek has published over two dozen
books, edited several collections, published numerous philosophical and political
articles and contributed to various collections. He has also written in German, French
and Slovene, and has had his work translated into some twenty languages. At all times
his works revolve around Hegelian philosophy &achn’s theoretical psychoanalysis,

with increasing post-Marxist political intent and delivered through an analysis of
popular culture. In 1997 the influential British literary critic Terry Eagleton published a
review of several of Zizek’s works in the London Review of Bookand described his

books as having ‘an enviable knack of making Kant or Kierkegaard sound riotously

exciting; his writing bristles with difficulties but nevsirves up a turgid sentence’

(Eagleton, 1997, p. 49). He concluded thigek’s The Ticklish Subjectis a magisterial

work from one of the major philosophers of our ageghough most English

philosophers have probably never heard of him’ (ibid., p. 51). Working at a remarkable
speed of two, three and sometimes more books per year in addition to his articles and
other contributions, his international reputation grew speedily and he was invited around
the world to deliver public lectures and seminars. At the same time offers of teaching
positions were also frequent, especially in the United States, where Zizek gained a

strong following in cultural studies departments. However, he turned them all down

and instead chose appointments as a visiting scholar and often spent much of the year
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traveling from one academic centre to anoffiéhizek's lectures began to attract large
crowds of young intellectuals; police had to be called to one of his appearances at a
Lower Manhattan art gallery after the shutout portion of an overflow crowd that had
been shut out began banging on the building's windows, demanding admission. He
produced two documentaries with Sophie Fienfigs Pervert’s Guide to Cinema

(2006) and its sequerhe Perverts Guide to Ideolog{2013), as well as being the

subject of Astra Taylor’s Zizek! (2005).

In the last 20 years Zizek has participated in over 350 international
philosophical, psychoanalytical and cultural-criticism sympwsthe USA, France, the
United Kingdom, Ireland, Germany, Belgium, the Netherlarmi#and, Austria,
Australia, Switzerland, Norway, Denmark, Sweden, Finland, Spain, Brazil, Mexico,
Israel, Romania, Hungary and Japan. Today he is perhaps one of the most well-known
contemporary philosophers and cultural critics and speaks to socio-political issues
around the globe, often in the company of other prominent contemporary philosophers.
Be it at the “Occupy” movement protesting in Wall Street against the moral bankruptcy
of Western Capitalism (Zizek, 2011), or speaking to the Greek “new left” party Siriza to
seek a way out of the evéeepening Greek economic crisis (Zizek, 2012c), or
expressing support for the 2010 UK student protests against spending cuts to further
education and an increase of the cap on tuition fees, or encouraging the critical thinking

of students in South America disillusioned by the corrupt leadership of their countries,

45He has been a visiting professor at the Centre for the Study of Psychi@aalysrt, SUNY Buffalo
(1991-2), the Department of Comparative Literature, University of MinagMinneapolis (1992), t
Tulane University, New Orleans (1993), Cardozo Law School, New {1&%4), Columbia University,
New York (1995), Princeton University (1996), the New School for S&aakarch, New York (1997),
the University of Michigan, Ann Arbor (1998) and Georgetown Unitgrgv/ashington, D.C. (1999).
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or discussing problems arising from therab Spring” revolution, Zizek’s speeches on

radical change are highly sought after, noted and analysed for import.

In the middle of the new millennium’s first decade ZiZek joined the European
Graduate School as a lecturer for the intensive summer school seminars and accepted
the position of International Director of Birkbeck Institute for the Humanities,

University of London.
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1.2 Zizek’s Conceptual Framework

As already noted in his intellectual biography, Zizek’s work draws on three main areas
of influence: philosophy, politics and psychoanaly8igach of these areas is largely
represented by the writings of a single individual: Georg Hegel for philosophy, Karl
Marx for politics and Jacques Lacan for psychoanalysis. The ideas, methodologies and
genenl effect of each thinker overlap in ZiZek’s work and together they furnish the
conceptual framework with which he tackles the objects of his analysis, including
theology. The aim of this section, therefore, is to provide an outline of some of the more
pettinent ideas proposed by Hegel, Marx and Lacan, as they are employed by Zizek in
his work.
1.2.1Hegel according to Zitek and vice versa
Traditionally, the work of Georg Hedél(1770-1831) represented the culmination of
Western idealism, a system of philosophy which sought to examine the world in terms
of ideas about it. Its philosophers argued that the material world does not exist
independently of the ideas the mind has about it, thus making consciousness the
foundation for reality.

Zizek’s understands Hegel as occupying a central position in the Western
tradition of metaphysics because his work falls precisely between the speculative

idealism of Johann G. Fichte (1762-1814), in which all matter issues from the idea, and

46 The synthesis of these three sources represents the scaffolthiegrofinkfurt School and thus critical
theory in general. While Herbert Marcuse (1955) introduced a combinatidagefl and Marx, Erich
Fromm (1941) added his expertise on psychoanalysis.

47 For a general introduction to Hegel, $&ailgate’s Freedom, Truth and Histor1991).Hegel’s own
most detailed exposition of the dialectic is found in VoMgsenschaft der Logik of Hegel’s Werke in
zwanzig Banderf1983). The best warto read for Zizek’s position on Hegel is perhaps Less Than
Nothing (Zizek, 2012a).
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the speculative materialism of Friedrich W. J. Schelling (1775-1854), in which the
absolute contingency of existence is accepted and yet the radically contingent nature of
that existence itself gives rise to further speculation about its own nature. This complex
relationship between the subject and the object of existence, between that which exists
and the understanding that we have of that which exists, is at the centre of Hegel's
investigations, who, for Zizek, is a thinker whose focus is not on fixed, static meanings

or structures, but on th@ocessf conceptual transformation itself.

1.2.1.1 The influence of Kojeve

It should be noted at this point that, although Zizek’s early work was in German

philosophy?® his reading of German idealists was radically reorganised by his encounter
with the intellectual debates of twentieth-century French philosophy. There Hegel was a
pivotal figure, not as the founding point of German idealism and phenomenology, but as
a philosopher of history and subjectivity. This transformation occurred in the 1930s in
philosophical seminars by the Russian-born French philosopher and statesman
Alexandre Kojéve, whose integration of Hegelian concepts into continental philosophy

had an immense influence on 20th-century French philostiphy.

48 Zizek’s first book was on Heidegger and Language Zizek (1999a), p.13. Although Zizek does not
state it himself, he is referring Bolecina razlike (1972). This work on philosophy &fifférancewas a
Heidegger-Derridean exercise, which he later cast aside.

4% For Kojeves understanding of Hegel, see Introduction to the Reading of Heg@l969) The seminars
were regularly attended by many of the French intellectuals who shaped debamesstructuralism and
phenomenology after WWII, such as Raymond Queneau, MaurideadePonty, Georges Bataille,
André Breton, Raymond Aron and Jacques LaEanexample, the latter’s mirror stage theory was
highly influenced by Kojéve’s interpretation of Hegelian master-slave dialectic. For Lacan, following
Kojéve, human subjectivity is defined first and foremost by desire. It sxjherience of lack, the twin of
the experience of desire, that provides the ontological condition of subjectifarmat
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Kojeve interpreted Hegel by reading his theory of consciousness through the
lens of both Marx’s materialism and Heidegger’s temporalized®® ontology of human
being. For Hegel, human history is the history of thought as it attempts to understand
itself and its relation to the world (Hegel, 1970a, pp. 28ff [1998, pp. 44ff]). He
postulates that history began with unity, into which man emerges, as a questioning
subject, introducing dualisms and splits. Man attempts to heal these sequences of
‘alienations’ dialectically, and drives history forwards, but in so doing causes new
divisions which must then be overcome. Kojéve takes this idea of universal historical
process and reads it affirmatiygas an intersubjective dialectic heading towards
reconciliation and towards unity, and synthesizes it with theories of Karl Marx and
Martin Heidegger (1889-1976). From Marx he takes a secularised, de-theologised, and
productivist philosophical anthropology, one that places the transformative activity of a
desiring being centre stage in the historical process. From Heidegger, he takes the
existentialist interpretation of human being as free, negative, and radically temporal.
Pulling the three together, Kojéve presents a vision of human history in which man
grasps his freedom to produce himself and his world in pursuit of his desires, and in
doing so drives history toward its end (understood both as culmination or exhaustion
and its goal or completion).
1.2.1.27i7ek’s understanding of Hegelian dialectics
Influenced by this Kojévian reinterpretation of Hegel, Zizek then pushes it even further

and avoids simple reconciliation by emphasising the perpetual tension or negativity. Far

%0|n discussinddeing as a question, Heidegger uses the expregsaeinto denote man’s
embeddedness and immersion in the concrete of the world. A humantesirgannot be taken into
account except as being existent in the middle of a world amongst otlge. tininhat sensBa-seinis
‘to be there’ — in the world.
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from the usual received image (see Pinkard, 2000, ix) of Hegel as a celebrant of the
World Spirit unfolding and revealing itself as fully-formed in the Prussian State, he is
primarily a revolutionary spirit who opens up theoretical systems and for whom the
moments of fracture that make critical thought possible are enduring dialectical points
of impossibility>! Thus for Zizek he is the most profound theorist of dialectical
difference.

Hegel’s method of dialectical thinking, as the process of unfolding universal
history, was adapted from the early Greek philosophers Zenc-(430 BC) and
Socrates (476 399 BC). For them the dialectics was a method of seeking knowledge
by a system of question and answafor Hegel, however, the dialectics became much
more— the secret propulsion of history. It is at times understood in terms of an over-
simplified three-step process, as expounded by Singer khelgisl (1983, pp. 75- 83),
but also asserted earlier by Hegel scholars, such as John McTaggart (1896) and Walter
Terence Stace (1924). This process begins with a thesis, or an idea, which is then
countered with an antithesis, or a qualification of that idea. Both are then combined into
a synthesis, which is a larger and more encompassing idea. This dialectic process brings
the two theses together into a higher unity that incorporates the element of truth from
each position, while overcoming the contradictions internal to each.

However, Hegel’s dialectical method has little to do with this way of presenting

in the three dialectical stages of Thesis, Antithesis and Synthesis. Gustav Mueller, the

51In this sense Zizek’s reading of Hegel is not dissimilar to that of Gillian Rose, who argues that Hegel’s
Phenomenologis not a dominating absolute knowledge, but a gamble. See Rose’s Hegel Contra
Sociology (1981, p. 159). Zizek himself acknowledges Rose’s interpretation of Hegel in For They Know
Not What They Dq1991a, p.103).

52 |In this model each question was refined by the previous answer.
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author of a number of works on Hegel, whohis essay ‘The Hegel Legend of “Thesis-
Antithesis-Synthesi¥ (Mueller, 1996, pp. 301-305), traced the origin of this
understanding back to Marx, who inherited it from the German philosopher Heinrich M.
Chalybaus (1796-1862), who, in hisstorische Entwicklung der Speculativen
Philosophie von Kant bis Heg€1843),characterised Hegel’s dialectic as positing the
triad. Hegel himself never used that specific formulation, but ascribed that terminology
to Immanuel Kant (1724 1804), whose work on the synthesis model was greatly
elaborated and popularised by Johann G. Fichte (22@&24) in hisGrundlage der
gesammten Wissenschalftslel{i®56). Instead, Hegel himself used a three-valued
logical model ofAbstract NegativeandConcrete which denote the stages of the
organic method whereby presuppositionless thought freely and necessarily determines
itself. In his own words, ‘the concrete totality which makes the beginning possesses as
such, within it, the beginngnof the advance and development’ (Hegel, 1983, p. 557/
2010, p. 40). It is by means of the dialectical principle, Hegel argues, that apparently
stable thoughts reveal their inherent instability by turning into their opposites and then
into new, more complex thoughts. The thesis-antithesis-synthesis formula does not
explain why the thesis requires an antithesis, whereas Hegel’s own formula clearly
shows that contradiction or negations do not come from the outside, but are inherent and
internal to things themselves. This is the central aspect of Hegelian dialectics.

The Hegel that we encounter in Zizek’s thought is certainly the philosopher of
contradiction. His system is not only full of apparent contradictions but is itself based
on the recognition that contradiction is the fundamental starting point of all philosophy,

and indeed of all thougliZizek, 1989, p. 6). Correspondingly, the idea about something
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is always disrupted by a discrepancy and the result is not absolute knowledge conceived
as full and tnsparent, but a realisation that ‘absolute knowledge itself is nothing but a

name for the acknowledgment of a certain radical loss’ (Zizek, 1989, p. 7). In other

words, the tension is never fully resolved. In this way the Concrete does not overcome
the negativity of the Negative, but rather radicalises it to such a degree that it no longer
appears as a negation. Zizek calls Hegel’s negation of negation ‘repetition at its

purest: in the first move a certain gesture is accomplished and fails; then, in the second
move, this same gesture is simpépeated(1999a, p. 74).

According to Hegel, the dialectical aspects or stages do not form distinctiparts o
logic, nor are they sharply contrasted with each other. They are related to each other in
the sense that the second aspect is the negation of the first, and the third the negation of
the second the negation of the negation (Hegel, 1969a, p. 51 [2010, p. 121]; 1970Db,
pp. 65-66 [1977, p. 22]; 1970c, pp. 190f, 263f [2010, pp. 96f, 132f]). While the second
element is the opposite of the first and the third element is in some sense the unity of
these two opposites, it is not a simple, formal unity, but rather the unity of distinct
determinations (Hegel, 1970c, p. 263f [2010, 132f]). Therefore, each element can be
defined only in terms of the otheithe contrast between them (Hegel, 1983, pp. 54ff
[2010, pp. 361ff]). Accordingly, each element must always pass through the phase of
the negative, and Hegel designates this movement with theAufirebung translated
into English as ‘sublation’, which carries connotations of both negation and elevation.

For Hegel, the truth regarded as absolute must continuatlisbarded but, in being

discarded, it must at the same timeddeen upafresh andaised ugnto a higher unity.
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In other words, it is the affirmation of a truth that turns into a denial and then again into

a transcending of both affirmation and denial.

1.2.1.3Dialectics as the methodological key to ZiZzek’s thought

An example to illustrate Zizek’s dialectical thinking can be found in The Puppet and the
Dwarf, in whichZizek attempts to explain his understanding of the doctrine of

atonement, or the transformation of the condition through Christ. He lays out what he
claims are two widely held positions:

The first approach is legalistic: there is guilt to be paid for, and, by
paying our debt for us, Christ redeemed us (and, of course, thereby
forever indebted us); from the [second] participationist perspective, on
the contrary, people are freed from sin not by Christ’s death as such, but

by sharing in Christ’s death, by dying to sin, to the way of the flesh

(2003, p. 102).

These two perspectives, according to Zizek, are perhaps more familiar as the traditional
(or conservative) view and the liberal view of the meaning of the Cross. The latter
‘tends to deny the direct divine nature of Christ’ (ibid., p. 103), presenting him as more
of a model to follow. In an attempt to decide between the two, he:states

In the abstract, of course, the participationist reading is the correct one,
while the sacrificial reading ‘misses the point’ of Christ’s gesture; the

only way to the participationist reading, however, is through the
sacrificial one, through its inherent overcoming. The sacrificial reading is
the way Christ’s gesture appears within the very horizon that Christ

wanted to leave behind, within the horizon for which we die in

identifying with Christ {bid.).>*

53 Zizek’s presentation of the historic understanding of atonement as crude dualism, whatever one makes
of it, is not completely arbitrary, since what he describes here is essentiallgaitieccof the Christian
approach to salvation, which, while complex, lies in two different ahedise first place, salvation is
understood to be grounded in the life, death and resurrection efQbsst; in the second, the specific
shape of salvation within the Christian tradition is itself formed biSC- Jesus Christ provides a model
or paradigm for the redeemed life.
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Here Zizek is making one of his most characteristic dialectical moves, pointing out a
‘mistake’ that is nonetheless a necessary step in arriving at the correct position. In this
specific case, the legalistic approach isudieincorrect, and in fact Zizek argues that if
we stay within its frame, ‘Christ’s death cannot but appear as the ultimate assertion of
the law [..] which burdens us, its subjects, with guilt, and with a debt we will never be
able to repay’ (ibid.). However, if we attempt to skip directly to the other position, that
position loses its punch.The true meaning of Christ’s death is not immediately the call
for participation, but rather the break with the legalistic view, which opens up the space
for participation in a new kind of social collective outside the logic of debt and
repayment. In other words, the death of Christ on the Cross is considered as important
as the call for participation. Indeed, the call for participation is not possible without the
death of Christ on the Cross. Therefore, the participation perspective, properly
conceived, is a kind of embodiment of the break with the legalistic perspective enacted
by Christ’s death on the Cross. It is this very negativity that provides the Cross its
powe.

This example perfectly illustrates Zizek’s dialectical understanding, through
which the concretization is found in the contradiction rather than the smoothing out of
differences. This at-first-sight oxymoronic style of thinking is indicative of the evhol
approach to thinking that ZiZek calls dialectical and which he employs when analysing
everything, including Christian theology, as will be demonstrated in the next chapter.

This approach then helps to account for the surprising title with which he describes

54 Here too Zizek recognises that the atonement is a very rich concept, and that it is impossible to
adequately describe what happened or what happens in the atonement withrdiguodeaf speech or
analogy.
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himself— a Christian atheist, or materialist Christian, and provides insight into such
statements as the Christian tradition should be cherished by Mar¥§hmat this

means is that the identification of ZiZek’s dialectical arguments is one of the most

important ways to understand what he is saying, without which one is unable to follow
his arguments.

1.2.2Marx, Marxism and Zisek

In the preface td@he Zizek Reader, Zizek professes himself as ‘unabashedly Marxist’

(Wight and Wright, 1999, x), someone who is convinced about the truth and value of
Marx’s critique of capitalism and believes in the possibility of a better, alternative

method of organising society. So, while Hegel’s dialectic functions as the method of
thought that Zizek practices, Marx’s critique of capitalism presents the very grounds or
motivation for why Zizek writes at all. In addition to Marx himself, Zizek also works

with, or draws upon, two important groups of the broader Marxist tradition: the
theoretical tradition of Western Marxisfrand the revolutionary tradition. For the latter
Zizek’s focus is on its founder, Vladimir Ilyich Lenin (1870-1925), and his role as the
strategist of the revolution or radical opennm¥ssyhile for the earlier it is formatively

on Louis Pierre Althusser (1918-1990), on the topic of how the capitalist society

propagates its existené&Essentially then, his work can be understood as a contribution

55 Indeed, this is the main thought behiFite Fragile AbsolutéZizek, 2000b).

56 Due to Yugoslavia’s break with the Soviet Union in 1948 there was hardly any Soviet-style dialectical
materialism taught philosophically. Instead, it was Western Marxism, foaustite Frankfurt School
and critical theoy, which has been dominant in Slovenia since the 1970s and which influences Zizek.

57 An example of Zizek’s attempt to retrieve something radical in the history of Marxist thought from the
debris of Eastern European Stalinism is his ‘Repeating Lenin’ (http://www.lacan.com/replenin.him
which brings together a selection of Lenin’s writings from 1917, and reappears in Welcome to the Desert
of the RealZizek, 2002a, p. 89.

%8 See 1.2.2.3.
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to the Marxist® body of criticism, which attempts to alter the way in which the world is

understood in order that it might be changed for the better.

1.2.2.17i%ek and Marx

Karl Marx (1818-1883), regarded as the father of modern communism, was trained as a
philosopher and was a student of Hegel, but later became his critic andtawwaedts
economics and politics. Indeddarx understood the whole of human history as
depending on the material and economic conditions of humai{ Fia. him human is
basically not a contemplative but an active being, this activity being primarily the
material one of production. As such, manual labour becomes the fundamental form of
human work, and human work is the ontological essence of man. This is the ground of
Marx’s critique of the capitalist economic system as allowing the minority to

accumulate vast wealth by oppressing the majétityhich becomes alienated not only
from its product, but from its fellow human beings and also its ontologicd?3&tat

he understood as even more disturbing was the concealment, promotion and ratification

59 This assertion isot at odds with my understanding of Zizek as a post-Marxist, as described in 1.3. | am
merely understanding his motivation as essentially Marxist.

60 Marx’s first fully developed materialist conception of history appeared in his ‘Okonomisch-
philosophischéVlanuskripte aus dem Jahre 1844 (Marx, 1967-1968, pp. 46588). Later, together with
Engels, he returned to the subjectle deutsche Ideologi€Marx and Engels, 1969, pp. 5-530).

51 For a clear exposition of Marx’s critique of political economy, see David Harvey’s The Limits to
Capital(2006).

62 In *Okonomisch-philosophische Manuskripte aus dem Jahre’ 18287-1968), Marx famously
depicts the workers under capitalism as suffering from four typakeofted labour. First, they are
alienated from the product, which as soon as it is created is taken awaisfppoducer they are the
victim of the productive system and whiagt produce is not theirs. Second, they are alienated in
productive activity, or work, which is experienced as torment. Thiocdkevs are alienated from species-
being, for humans produce blindly and not in accordance withttlilgirhuman powers. Finally, they are
alienated from other human beings, where the relation of exchange repasatisfaction of mutual
need. Therefore, man alienates self in the objective product of laimispecialised labour categories of
capitalism further distort social relationships, so that man is only related teattothugh money,
ownership and property, through which individuality is expresBbis, Marx argues, is the demonic
nature of capitalism which imposes a structure on human relationship, resulting in labour, mankind’s

distinct activity, no longer being meaningful and free, merely a m&aswgvival. See also Kolakowski’s
“The Alienation of Labour. Dehumanised Man’ (1981, pp. 138-141).
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of these injustices by the cultural, political and legal framework of soeetyat he
calledthe superstructurelhis superstructure was mostly determined by the ruling
minority who benefited from oppression and inequality. Marx therefore proposed an
alternative system to capitalism, in which there would be no division or inequality, but a
communal context through the abolition of private property, co-operative production
meeting everyone’s needs, and where each individual would be allowed to realise his or
her creative potential. He called this systsmmunism

Zizek’s thought is certainly of Marxist motivation, although, out of his main
sources, Marx is the one with whom Zizek has perhaps the most complicated
relationship. On the one hand Marx is a decisive influence on his politics, but on the
other, Marx is th least authoritative. While Hegel and Lacan are always ‘right’ (when
properly interpreted), Marx is sharply criticised on a crucial point: not being radical
enough (Zizek, 2012a, pp. 257-258). The fundamental capitalist truth of unleashed
productivity, Zizek argues, was misrecognised as something independent of the concrete
capitalist social formation, where capitalism and communism function as its two
different historical realisations. ‘Instrumental reason as such is capitalist, grounded in
capitalist relations, antreally existing socialisfhfailed because it was ultimately a
subspecies of capitalism, an ideological attemphtve one's cake and edt i break
out of capitalism while retaining its key ingredient’ (ibid., p. 257). In other words, Marx
and the twentieth-century communist project failed because it allowed the possibility
that communism could arise out of capitalism, rather than realising a complete break. In
that sense Zizek considers Marx's notion of the communist society as the inherent

capitalist fantasy attempting to resolve the observed capitalist antagonisms. He therefore
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calls for a repetition of the Marxist critique of political economy without the utopic
expectation that communism is its inherent outcome, or longing for a return to a pre-

modern notion of a balanced society.

1.2.2.27izek and Marxist critique of ideology
As far as the posMarxist Zizek is concerned, traditional Marxism possessed a solid
grasp of the mechanics of society, but it had very little to offer in the way of
understanding the workings of individuals. Marx described that which enables
continuous exploitation of the majority proletariat by the ruling classeadogy— a
system of ideas that an economic theory is based upon. This system, constbking of
religious, artistic, moral and philosophical beliefs contained within society, he argued, is
always within the domain of the ruling class. Thus the alienated man relates to the real
world in and through the prism of a construction. However, providing an explanation of
how exactly ideology functions rather than merely a negative definition of ideology has
proved challenging for the Marxist tradition

A very crude understanding of ideology proposes that it is simply an incorrect
way of thinking about things, or that it has to do more with the way in which facts are
interpreted, rather than simply mistaking them. In this way Gyorgy Lukacs (1885-1971),
in Geschichte und Klassenbewusstgdifi68, pp. 42-46)jescribed ideology as a
projection of the class consciousness of the ruling class, preventing the proletariat from
attaining consciousness of its revolutionary position. It could therefore be understood as
a kind of error in perception, which can be corrected by further thought. However, as
Antonio Gramsci (1891-1937) pointed out, Marxism had failed to consider how

ideology works to make itself unrecognizable as such (Gramsci, 1971). It does so not
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only through economic and political control, but actually persuades the whole of society
that a prevailing ideology (protecting the dominant class) is really the only natural and
normal way of thinking. According to this understanding, ideology is a means of
describing the very horizon of thought itself, where despite contrary arguments, it is
unfeasible to think of things in another way. By the same token, post-Marxists such as
Zizek argue that capitalism has today become the horizon of our thought and that we are
therefore unable to conceive of an alternative way of organising sétldgology in

this sense is not something that can be escaped by further thought, as it represents the
very limit of thought. This development of the theory of ideology from Marx through
Lukacs to Gramsci frames its perception in Marxist thought, but does little to explain its
workings.

1.2.2.3Zizek and post-Marxist critique of ideology

It was Louis Althusser (1918-1990) who, agreeing with Gramsci that ideology works
most effectively at the level of ideas, sought to provide an explanation of how ideology
functions. In his influential essajideology and Ideological State Apparatuses’

(Althusser, 1971, pp. 121-173), he argued that ideology as a system of belief contains
internal contradictions and requires a strategy of force to disguise them. It is therefore
disseminated by the ‘Ideological State Apparatuses’ (such as the Churches, the

education system, the family unit, the legal system, the political system, the media and
culture) and maintained by the ‘Repressive State Apparatus’ (such as the police force

and prisons). Ideology interpellates or hails us, we respond in reflex-like fashion, acting

83 For example, in the documentafigek! (2005), directed by Astra Taylor, Zizek claims that ‘it is much
easier to imagine the end of all life on earth than a much more modest chdicgé in capitalismThe
trick of the hegemony is thus to persuade the whole of societs firatvailing ideology, the very one
which in fact protects the dominant claissreally the only natural and normal way of thinking.
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as required and remain captive. It is then a part of the relationship between the
individual and society, where people respond consciously to ideology, but the latter is
itself unconscios®*

It is exactly at this point that Zizek makes his most telling contribution to the
Marxist tradition®® He agrees with Althusser that ideology is the way in which
individuals understand their relationship to society, but provides a considerable
supplemat. The State Apparatuses, Zizek argues, are mechanisms that not only
generate belief in a particular system, but do so before the subjects are even aware of it
— they unconsciously pre-empt our belief and thereby habituate us to it. He explicates
this with the help of Pascal’s Wager argument (Zizek, 1989, pp. 36-40). If someone is
struggling to believe, Pascal recommends simply acting like a Christian, i.e. engaging in
Christian practices, for belief will follow soon enough. In the same way, the Idedlogica
State Apparatuses work irrespective of whether individuals believe in them or not,
simply by an individual’s obedience.

In this way the Slovenian cultural critic challenges the assumption that ideology
is a ‘conspiracy’ by counter-proposing that we are all as individuatamplicit in its
operation ipid., p. 29). The radical nature of Zizek’s claim here should not be
overlooked- we are all aware of the gaps and contradictions in ideology, but we turn a
blind eye to them most of the time. Ideology then succeeds because it interpellates

us and we react reflexively (as AlthusseBut because we want it to succeed. Wt

54 Insofar as it is how people relate to society, Gramsci argues, ideology willsadwiay, even in a
classless society. This is contra Marx, who suggests that in such a ge@egyearance will be equal to
its essence.

85 Zizek’s analysis of subjectivity as an ideological process is the main burden dhe Sublime Object of
Ideology(1989), which was published in the Laclau-Mouffe series of post-Mdraks reworking the
Left project in terms of ‘radical and plural democracy’.
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to believe that we live under a consistent system of belief, and thergknmlate
ourselves to make it seem so. It is therefore us who fill in the gaps and disguise the
contradictions, not some political elite on our behalf.

Taking to the realm of ideas and culture, ordhperstructureZizek seeks to re-
appropriate our perception of it as that which secures the perpetuation of the existing
economic organisation. His treatise of subjects such as Hollywood, religious perversion,
taboo topics and dagp-day activities, has brought about much interest in his assertion
that our acceptance of them as routine demonstrates our assent to the capitalist
ideology®® Zizek found the theory of the instinctive and psychological processes that
are the ground where ideology functions in none other than the French psychoanalyst

Jacques Lacan.

1.2.3Zi%ek and Lacan

The French psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan (1901-%agfjtroversially redrafted the

core concepts of the founder of psychoanalysis Sigmund Freud (1856-1939) in order to
retrieve the truth about psychoanalysis as something reaching beyond the constraints of
its discipline and in this way brought it into contact with the dominant philosophical

schools of his time. Lacan is perhaps the most visible authority for Zizek — indeed, one

%6 This is aptly illustrated in the documentaitye Pervrt’s Guide to Ideology (2012), directed by Sophie
Fiennes, in which Zizek appears in the scenes of various movies, pieces of music andadgy
activities, exploring and exposing the ideological framework of ocieso

67 For a clear introduction toakan that is broadly in line with Zizek, see The Lacanian Subje¢Fink,
1995).The bulk of Zizek’s references to Lacan are drawn from his seminars. Foremost among them are
Seminar XXon feminine sexuality (Lacan, 200@eminar Vil(Lacan, 1997) on ethics, which includes
Lacan’s reading of Romans 7; and Seminar Xl(Lacan, 1998), presenting the fundamental concepts of
psychoanalysis.
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of his main ambitions has been to provide a preliminary understanding of Lacan, to
explain his theorie® He describes this ambition in an interview as follows

My most secret dream is to write an old-fashioned, multi-volume theological

tract on Lacanian theory in the style of Aquinas. | would examine dach o

Lacan’s theories in a completely dogmatic way, considering the arguments for

and against each statement and then offering a commentary. | would be

happiest if | could be a monk in my cell, with nothing to do but write my

Summa Lacaniana (Boyton, 2001).
The task of explaining Lacan is complicated due to the latter’s confusing style of
writing, which is full of puns, Hegelian allusions and conceptual interplays, where
theoretical divergences from psychoanalytic theory and philosophical theory?dccur.
Zizek has, in his tireless effort to clarify and elaborate Lacan’s thought, manifested in
the numerous works froffhe Sublime Object of Ideologynwards, brought about a
popularity of Lacanian psychoanalysis, which is much broader and more ambitious than
the traditional conception of psychoanalysis. In that narrow conception, psychoanalysis
is a field of knowledge that comprises a method for treating neurotic patients and a set
of theories about mental processes. As conceived by Lacan and extrapolated by Zizek,
psychoanalysis has a distinctive view of symptoms, diagnosis and clinical structure, and
as such has cosmic ambitions, as it engages with cognate fields of politics, philosophy,

literature, science and religion to form an overarching theory that analyses every human

endeavour®

68 A prime example of this is certainly his explanation of Lacan’s ‘graph of desire’ (Zizek, 1989, pp. 100-
124).

59 For example, Stavrakakis expresses concerns about the ‘intricacies of Lacan’s discourse, his baroque

and complicated style’ (Stavrakakis, 1999, p. 4). Lacan himself said ‘I am not surprised that my discourse
can cause a certain margin of misunderstanding’, but this is done ‘with an express intention, absolutely
deliberate, that | pursue this discourse in a way that offers you thsiec®f not completely
understanding it’ (Lacan cited in Samuels, 1997, p. 16).

70 These cosmic ambitions were grounded in Freud’s ambition to give a psychoanalytic interpretation of
human culture. It was in the 1950s that Lacan beganieddireud’s works in relation to contemporary
philosophy, linguistics, ethnology, biology and topology.
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In the introduction to th&he Sublime Obje¢tZizek discloses his threefold aim:
introduction of the fundamental concepts of Lacanian psychoanalysis, re-actualisation
of the Hegelian dialectical method in philosophy through aogegint of Lacan’s key
concepts, and development of the theory of ideology by clarifying the correlation
between Marxism and Lacanian psychoanalysis:

It is my belief that these three aims are deeply connected: the only way to ‘save

Hegel’ is through Lacan, and this Lacanian reading of Hegel and the Hegelian

heritage opens up a new approach to ideology, allowing us to grasp

contemporary ideological phenomena (cynicism, ‘totalitarianism’, the fragile

status of democracy) without falling prey to any kind of ‘postmodernist” traps
(such as the illusion that we live in a ‘post-ideological’ condition) (Zizek, 1989,

p. 7).
Undeniably, Zizek’s reading of Hegel, with its overwhelming emphasis on negativity
and loss (see, for examplizek, 1989, pp. 161-162), is Lacanian in the sense that it fits
with the general ethos of Lacan’s writings about a world structured around lacks, gaps
and voids’! Likewise, well-known classic Marxist concepts, such as commodity
fetishism (bid., pp. 18-3), are read through the lens of Lacan’s concepts, such as
sublime objectibid., pp. 74-77) and surplus-enjoymeittiq., pp. 50-55). However, it
mustbe asserted that Zizek also elaborates Lacanian psychoanalytic theory in light of

Hegef? and Marx; thus the relationship is reciprocal, rather than one-sided. The purpose

L However, that does not in any way meam #izek’s reading of Hegel is Lacan’s reading. The latter
read Hegel in a more traditional way. Zizek is aware of this challenge and attempts to show that his own
‘Lacanian’ reading of Hegel is credible by demonstrating compatibility between Lacan’s concepts and the
basic structure of Hegel’s thought. He argues that Lacan had a Hegelian style of thought even when he
believed himself to be totally in opposition to Hegéizek, 1991a, p. 94).

2 This strategy is particularly evidentfor They Know Not What They DEL991a) where Zizek
provides an explanation of a concept from Lacan, such as the Real aotigsitency of the symbolic
register, then draws a parallel to Hegel’s writings, such as the dialectical negation of negation, and then
links it to Marx’s understanding of ideological structure as void.
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of Zizek’s inventive inter-reading is to develop a new and revolutionary way of
interpreting political life and culture.

1.2.3.1 Lacan and the Orders

Lacanian psychoanalysis therefore serves as an illuminating and transformative spark
for Zizek as he tackles theoretical examination and interpretation of a wide range of
subjects. This is particularly true of ideology, which Zizek addresses with reference to

Lacan’s three Orders as classifying all mental functioning: The Imaginary, The

Symbolic and The Real. These permeate each mental act and bring to bear their own
particular type of influence on an individual’s mental well-being. Lacan’s notion of the

three interacting orders first appears in detail in what can be considered as the founding
lengthy manifesto of Lacan’s original thought, the 1953Ecrit: The Function and Field

of Speech and Language in PsychoanalgXi96), often referred to as the ‘Rome

Discourse’. It is by utilising these three Ordersthat Zizek lays out the instinctive and

psychological processes that enable the ideological to furétion.

1.2.3.1.1 The Imaginary

The Imaginary, as explained by LacarEierits (2006), designates the process by which
theegois conceived, the so-calledrror stagewhich begins during infancy. Lacan

holds that human beings are born prematurely, as can be seen in our inability to
coordinate our movements until we are several years old. Infants overcome this inability
by identifying with an image of themselves in the (actual or non-actual) mibsidr, E.

76). This image of self as a fully synchronised and united body stands in contrast to the

731t is important to stress the complexity of Lacan’s thought and therefore what follows is not an attempt

to summarize the meaning of his triad, but rather an attempt to providenamtary outline of Zizek’s
employment of Lacan’s Ordersin his thought. For an illuminating article about the difficulties associated
with summarising exactly the meaning of Lacan’s triad, see Bowie (1979).
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sense of un-coordination and dislocation. As a result, it causes in the child an
anticipation of future development, granting it a pleasing sense of coheranacggo.

However, this process, which on the one hand is a stabilising fiction, on the
other hand, due to the constant discrepancy between the child’s sensation of itself and
the image of wholeness with which it identifies, is very unpredictable, in that it
constantly undermines the very rectitude and unity it seeks to intgdrf p. 78). This
means that the ego formed by this identification is constitutionally divided between
itself and its vision of itself, and is forever trying to reconcile the two. This also means
that identity is displaced from itself, insofar that the fantasy with which we identify
(ego) is outside ourselves.

Even in adulthood, the character of the ego is the same, seeking wholeness and
unity and attempting to overcome the division which created it in the first place. To
summarise, for Lacan (and consequenily/fizek), the Imaginary represents a restless
seeking after self, constantly amalgamating instances of replication and resemblance in

order to boost the fable of its unity.

1.2.3.1.2 The Symbolic

Zizek writes that, while the Imaginary is about identification with the image in which

we appear likeable to ourselves, the Symbolic is ‘identification with the very place from
wherewe are being observed’ (Zizek, 1989, p. 116). The ambitious scope of the

Symbolic, Lacan writes i&crits, includes everything from language to the law, taking
in all the social structures in between. This means that most of what is usually called

reality is actually Symbolic, an impersonal framework of society within which human
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beings take their place. All-pervading, it considers and in some sense imprisons people
even before they are borby the use of names, familial ties, gender, race and so forth.

The Symbolic Order is held together by a list of words by which something can
be referred to, what Lacan catlte signifying chain orthelaw of the signifier(Lacan,
2006, p. 479). The notion is drawn from the Swiss linguist Ferdinand de Saussure’s
(1857-1913) argument that language is made up of signs, and that eash sign
composed of two parts, tlsggnifier and thesignified (de Saussure, 1959, pp. 65-78). He
inferred that these two parts of the sign are connected by an arbitrary bond, which
means that what is being signified by a signifier can change, and also that language is
relational system and therefore no sign can be defined in isolation from others. This
differential aspect of language is crucial for Lacan, who extrapolates that if words only
refer to other words rather than to a thing in itself, we are cut off from that world and
stranded on the shores of language (Lacan, 2006, p. 66). Language is thus an
independent system, which forms its own closed world, by constituting experience
rather than reflecting it. An example of this would be the kind of difference it makes if
we describe a person either as a terrorist or a freedom fighter. Even though that person
stays the same, our attitude towards them is completely different depending on how we
refer to them.

For Lacan and consequently f#iek, it is this list of words or the total network
of available signifiers which binds the Symbolic together. As a consequence, we cannot
approach anything except by way of the unstable and arbitrary law of the signifier, and
are doomed never to know things as they really are in themselves but instead remain in

the prison of languagéb{d., pp. 194-195). Furthermore, since the relationship between
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the signifier and the signified is arbitrary and unstable, the character or type of the
Symbolic Order in which we live is neithgermanent nor necessary (Zizek, 1989, pp.
77-78). For example, due to the fundamental change of the role of women in the society,
the signifier ‘woman’ refers to something different than it did in the past.

As we shall come to see in the next section, Zizek in his work often speaks of
God as the ‘big Other’. That term at times designates the Symbolic Order as it is
experienced by individual subjects, while at other tihegsignates the subject
representing the Symbolié In both cases, the use of ‘God’ is Symbolic, i.e. not God as
He really is, but rather the unstable and arbitrary signifier. It could be said that God is
the signifier and the signifier is God. This is skilfully illustrated in the first chapter of
For They Know Not What They D&izek, 1991a, pp. %0), in which Zizek explains
that before the modern period in Europe, the ultimate big Other was none other than
God. The Church guided society in the name of God, the king ruled by divine right and
everyone had their proper places in the social order as ordained by God. In the modern
period, however, God is no longer the privileged name for the big Other. Still, even
though the public space of the Western world is for the most part secular, everyone still
acts as though there is some Other out there, holding together the social order. Again,
for Zizek, the belief in the big Other is found at the level of people’s practice, as

opposed to their knowledge.

74 Zizek (2012a), pp. 95-97 cf. Zizek (2006a), pp. 842. Zizek inherits this complexity (rather than
ambiguity) from Lacan, who refuses to comment explicitly on whatdensby the big Other; see his
translator’s note in Lacan (1978), p. 282.
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1.2.3.1.3 The Real

From the description of the Imaginary and the Symbolic, it follows that the Real

describes those areas of life which cannot be known, the things in themselves. In a way

that means everything, for all knowledge of the world is mediated by language. If

nothing is ever known directly, then the Real is the world before it is carved up by

language (Lacan, 2006, pp. 23-86). This means that what is Real avoids description,

because by default words are used to identify each separate element of the world. Lacan

therefore concludes that the Real resists Symbolisation (Lacan, 1991, p. 164).
Zizek, who is sometimes called ‘the philosopher of the Real” (Myers, 2003, p.

29), traces a trajectory through Lacan’s work revolving around the distinction between

the Real and Symbolic imoking Awry (1991b). While the realisation that we are

condemned to living in the Symbolic might lead to the question of why any attention

needs to be paid to the Real, Zizek, following Lacan, warns that the Symbolic and the

Real are intimately bound up with each otfieacan, 1998, p. 37 cf. Zizek in Butler et

al., 2000, p. 121). IiThe Pervers Guide to Cinemg&006), Zizek explains this with

the help of a scene from the filfime Matrix in which Morpheus, after showing Neo the

actual state of the world run by machines, offers him the choice of two pills: one to

remain in this reality, and the other to return to the virtual reality constructed by the

machines. Zizek argues that Neo should have asked for athird pill, one which would

enable Neo to see the virtual reality (Symbolic) but to be able to discern the Real

elements within it. Indeed, the Symbolic works upon the Real in that it cuts it up in

myriad different ways. One of the ways in which the Real is recognised, Zizek argues, is

by noting when something is indifferent to Symbolisation. Taking the example of
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human beings (Zizek, 2001b, p. 104), one can see that some part of them is real by
counting up the different ways in which we are symbolised, i.e. mammals, animals, the
only extant members of th@minin clade etc. Thus human beings enter the Symbolic
Order when we are named or otherwise classified, but prior to that we are in the Real.
The Real then comes after the Symbolic, in the sense that it is that which is left when
the Symbolic is done slicing it pto articulate pieces (Zizek, 1989, p. 49).7°

Another disclosure of the presence of the Real is anything that is interpreted
differently. This is illustrated by Zizek using the example of AIDS (Zizek, 1993, p. 44;
2012b, p. 4), which, so he argues, is interpreted by some people as a punishment for
homosexuals, or a divine retribution for carrying on a non-Christian way of life. Others
see it as part of a plot by the CIA to stem population growth in Africa, while other
people consider it the result of haikind’s interference in Nature. All these
explanations revolve around the same brute fact of the disease which carries on
regardless of the reasons attributed to it. In other words, AIDS is an interruption of the
Real. It is meaningless in itself and all these interpretations of it are mere attempts to
Symbolise it (Lacan, 1998, pp. 165-167). Indeed, Lacan asserts that meaning and
change can only be found within the reality of the Symbolic Order, whereas the Real is

meaningless, senseless and does not change (Lacan, 1991, pp. 219-220).

Lacan’s late increased emphasis on the concept of the Real as a point of

impossible contradiction in the Symbolic Order has had the greatest influence on

5 Lacan also defines psychoanalygimxisas a ‘concerted human effort [...] which places man in a
position to treat the Real by the Symbolic’ (Lacan, 1998, p. 6).
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Zizek.”® Indeed, he understands the Real as the arena of the dialectic, wherein opposing
terms can coincide/{zek, 1989, pp. 190-196, Zizek in Butler et al, 2000, pp. 120-122).

It is only in the Imaginary that two terms can be reconciled in a harmonious synthesis,
with the Symbolic functioning as the state where they are defined differentially.

Zizek’s preference for the Real as the only order in which contradictions are not

smoothed away sheds further light on his aforementioned Hegelian dialectic thinking,

which in turn further illuminates his preference for the Real.

1.2.3.1.44ddendum: Zizek and the Schellingian genealogy of his Subject

There is one final point about the relationship between the Real and the Symbolic. It is

exactly at their interface, or on their borders, that Zizek locates the subject.’® If the

Symbolic was not an incomplete or insufficient account of the Real, which could be

apprehended directly, then we, as subjects, would disappear. For Lacan and Zizek, the

thing that makes us subjects is the signifying chain and the decisions we take in regard

to it. If we all agreed on a single signifier we would no longer be subjects at all, but

merely automatons or robots, blindly obeying the dictates of the Symbolic Order.
Because the Lacanian subject lacks any theory of its owneniitis, Zizek

turns to German idealism to develop a dialectical materialism that would ground it,

specifically to the German philosopher Friedrich W. J. Schelling (1775-185meln

Indivisible Remaindef1996), Schelling is understood by ZiZek as a connection or

transition between idealism and materialism that is later taken up by Marx, Nietzsche

76 Following the triadic structure of the Lacanian registers, Zizek himself has stressed that there are in fact
three basic orders of the Real: the real Real, the symbolic Real and the imaginaBe&&igek and
Daly (2004); Zizek (2001b), pp. 79-88; and Zizek (2002b), xii.

" That is, where one is something because it is not something else.

8 In this he follows Lacan (1998, p. 141).
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and Freud, and functions as a sort of philosophical vanishing mediadioy /§. 8)"°
While his philosophy maintains the form of idealism, its content is materialistic and
therefoe, Zizek argues,®® one should not discard the philosophy’s more mythological
content ibid., p. 7). His theory about the genealogy of the subject is grounded in
Schelling’s Die Weltalter(1946), in which the latter considers the genesis of God as
part of his larger goal to explain the emergence of an intelligible world at the same time
as coming to terms with mind's inextricable relation to matter.

Zizek reads Schelling’s account of the origin of God as an allegory for the origin
of the subject. He begins with the assertion that at first God was a pure Nothingness,
part of the ‘chaotic, psychotic universe of blind drives’ (Zizek, 1996, p. 13) which he
calls theGrundof reality, enjoying the state of non-beingn other words, not yet an
individual Being, but an imperson@lollen that wills nothing (Zizek and Schelling,
1997, p. 15). However, this non-assertive Will that wills nothing is actualised in the
Will that actively wants this nothing, thereby annihilating every positive, determinate
content {pbid., p. 23). The two sides of this same coin (wanting something as positive
and wanting nothing as negative) result in a recursive deadlock. In other words, God is
caught in a circle in which He fails to differentiate between himself and his Predicate.
The only way to clear up the confusion, to achieve independence from the Ground and
become an entity in His own right, a person, is ‘by acquiring a distance towards what in

it is not God lmself, but merely the Ground of His existence’ (Zizek, ibid., p. 36). Thus

9 Following Kojéve it is Zizek’s understanding that psychoanalysis is the direct descendant of German
idealism (1999a, pp. 65-66).

80 Although Schelling is traditionally categorised as a mere idealist, Zizek’s argument is not without
foundation, for the aim of Schelli’s Naturphilosophids to provide a more objective conception of
nature- i.e. as having a reality for itself. Moreoy8thelling’s philosophy, due to its apparently ever-
changing nature, has proven a significant challenge. Zizek is therefore not simply imagining Schelling’s
materialism.
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God becomes constituted as a subject by a loss, by expulsion of the very Ground or
essence from which He is made. Zizek agrees with Schelling, that it is this very state of
ejection which constitutes the vanishing mediator between Nothingness and God
himself.

Zizek’s reading of Schelling is not simply Lacanian, but is better described as
Hegelian {pid., pp. 5-56)* He insists that Schelling’s main insight is that the identity
of anything is split, alienated or always outside itself, and therefore any identity
involves an indivisible remainder that undermines it. Indeed, Schelling and Hegel form
a complex intertwining of Schellingian ontology and Hegelian logic of negativity,
which is at the heart of ZiZek’s own understanding of the radical nature of subjectivity
in German idealism (Carew, 2011, p. 15). This is further evidenced by the fact that
Zizek’s analysis of Schelling primarily focuses on the second draft of Die Weltalter,
which alone displays a Hegelian structure of self-relating negativity in the exposition of
freedom, whereas the third draft already marks a return to a form of dogmatic
metaphysics (Zizek, 1996, pp. 37-39).

Based on Schelling’s genesis of God, Zizek argues that a subject is constituted
by the removal of itself from itself, an externalisation (Zizek, 1999a, pp. 158-159). In
other words, the core of the subject’s being is outside itself and the signifier
representing the subject is just that, merely a representation. Before the beginning the
subject is the psychotic antagonism between the will to contraction and the will to
expansion. Although this subject is already a ‘one’, its proper beginning is the shift to

willing or desire. By positioning myself in an external signifier which represents me, the

81 For an apt description of the Hedlhelling relationship in Zizek, see Carew (2011).
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move occurs from thReal to the Symbolic (Zizek, 1996, p.43). As in the observation

of the relationship between the two respective Orders above, the representation of
myself is then not opposed to myself, but the two are implicated in each other. To
summarize, Zizek locates the subject on the borders of the Real and the Symbolic, with

the signifiers externalising it into the Symbolic.

1.2.4 Concluding thought
The three main influences on Zizek’s work are Hegel, Marx and Lacan. The first
provides him with the type of thought or methodology that he-usédectic. In
Zizek’s reading of Hegel the dialectic is never finally resolved. The second is the
inspiration behind Zizek’s work, for what he is trying to do is to contribute to the post-
Marxist tradition of thought, specifically that of a critique of ideology. Finally, Lacan
provides him with a framework and terminology for his analyses. Of particular
importance are the concepts of the Symbolic and the Real. Zizek locates the subject
with the help of Schelling at the interface of these two Orders. This fusion of Lacanian
psychoanalytic theory, Hegelian philosophy and Marxist political theory is the
originality of Zizek’s contribution to Western intellectual history (Wieczorek in Zizek,
2000a, viii).

What has hopefully also become clear in this section is that Zizek does not treat
his sources as separate entities, but, in a critical theoretical way, instead brings them
together creatively, expecting to reveal new insights and appropriations. Indeed, his
intellectual trajectory can be seen as a series of attempts to bring them together in a

coherent and compelling way and making them his own, by demonstrating a disavowed
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but essential element of their thought. As we shall see in the next section, that is also the

case with his approach to theology.
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1.3 The Context of ZiZek’s Theological Engagement: post-Marxist

critical theory

In this section I aim to contextualize Zizek’s theological engagement. I argue that, even
though his voice at times appears in discussion about the postsecular and he shares with
it the conviction that religion is socio-politically relevant, his philosophical context is

rather post-Marxist critical theory.

1.3.1 Setting the scene

Beforewe examine the content of ZiZek’s engagement with theology, it is necessary to
establish its context and motivation. Given his materialist persuasion and atheist
identification, why does Zizek draw on theology in his analysis of the contemporary
society?

There has been much conversation in recent decades between sociologists of
religion, theologians and political philosophers about the role of religion in our societies.
A considerable proportion of the discussion has been focused on the idea of a
secularization of societythe notion that religion would diminish as an inevitable aspect
of modernisation, from conceptions of the secular as a category contrasting the religious
and vice versa, to deliberations of the possible trajectories of the categories themselves,
their relationship and their future. With time, however, as the secularization thesis became
more and more problematic, there has been a call to rethink its claims. There has been a
rise in numbers in terms of non-institutional affiliation and belief, and also in terms of the
institutional strength of religious organisations. What is more, religion seems to be an
increasingly important factor in the global political situation, for good or ill. In the

reformulation of his original secularisation thesis, Peter L. Berger has claimed that it is
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now more accurate to talk about a process of ‘de-secularistion’ and acknowledged that

‘the world today [...] is as furiously religious as it ever was, and in some places more so
than ever. This means that a whole body of literature by historians and social scientists
loosely labelled ‘secularisation theory’ is essentially mistaken’ (Berger, 1999, p. 2). Thus

the world of academia has witnessed a renewed interest in or re-evaluation of religion in
light of its ever-changing presence in the public sphere, and has explored the interface
between the religious and the secular. A cluster of social and political theorists is now
speaking of thépostsecular public square, and acknowledging that religion has a role

to play in socio-political reflection.

The termpostseculahas been gaining influence as a description of the discussion
and the society which we inhabit today, where religion is not merely something to be
overcome. It is in the midst of this community of voices discussing the postsecular that
Zizek’s thoughts have often appeared. Therefore, in seeking to contextualize the
Slovenian philosopher, it is tempting to identify him as a postsecular thinker re-evaluating
the role of religion in the contemporary world and concomitantly questioning the
secularisation thesis. Yet, is that really the term which identifiegescribes Zizek’s
thought? Or is the debate about the postsecular merely one of the vehicles or platforms
for his thoughts, which in fact are not really postsecular? In this section | argue that the
latter is correct, while the former is a hasty and erroneous misinterpretation and
misrepresentation of his thought and engagement with theology. Instead, | argue that
Zizek’s context is that of post-Marxist critical theory. This theory refuses any notion of a
postsecular, insofar as it denies secular and religious as dualist categories of a

metanarrative, and is enabled by the theological for a critical investigation of the political.
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To that end | will begin with a brief presentation of the postsecular and then
contrast it to Zizek’s own post-Marxist context in order to show the difference in the
socio-political function of theology. Furthermore, this contextualisation lays the ground
for an understanding of the radical nature of Zizek’s engagement with theology and the
criticality of the latter in his political philosophy, which will be explored in the next

section.

1.3.1.1 Secular and postsecular
The very composition of the terfpostseculdrplaces it in a relationship with the secular.
A very short and simplified explanation of the secularisation thesis argues that as Western
society becomes more modern, more complex, it inevitably becomeSsaotdar. This
shift is occasioned by the dynamics of modernity itself: modernisation, the rise of
technology, rational and bureaucratic procedures, liberal democracy, urbanisation and
industrial capitalism (Bruce, 2002, pp. 2-5). Brian Wilson characterises secularisation as
a process by which ‘religious institutions, actions and consciousness, lose their social
significancé (Wilson, 1982, p. 49). As societies modernise, so they become less
“religious’ according to a number of criteria: in terms of personal affiliation and belief;
in terms of the institutional strength of religious organisations; and in terms of the political
and cultural prominence of religion in society.

This conviction that the modern democratic state must effect a separation between
religion and government, betwe#aith” and“reasori, originates from the religious wars
of early modernity, the Enlightenment and revolutions of Europe and North America in
the 18" century. This mode of thinking has been prominent since the 1960s and is

associated with liberal thinkers such as the political philosopher John Rawls, Avhose
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Theory of Justic€1971) argued that equality of participation among citizens in the public
domain was dependent on the ‘bracketing out’ of matters of personal or subjective
conviction (such as religious faith), on the grounds that these represented forms of
reasoning not universally accessible and therefore inadmissible as acceptable forms of
political or moral reasoning. Hence, the strive for separation of religion and politics, and
the assumption that the modern democratic state should be functionally secular or at least
neutral towards the manifestations of religion in public.

While the secularisation thesis presupposed a zero-sum game between the
“religious’ and the‘seculat, as if they were incapable of co-existing, the postsecular re-
examines and finds the relevance of religion in the political and cultural sphere of the
society, thus placing the categories“seculaf and “religious’ into co-existence, a
complex inter-relationship. Talk of this complex coexistence of the religious and the
secular, a ‘postsecular society’,®? has been acknowledged in the work of some leading
social theorists, most notably Jirgen Habermas, Charles Taylor, Judith Butler and José
Casanova. The latter speaks of public religions in a postsecular world (Casanova, 1994),
while Butler explores the potential of religious perspectives for renewing cultural and
political criticism in the context of her work concerning state violence in Israel-Palestine
(Butler, 2011, pp. 70-91), and Taylor argues for a radical redefinition of secularism
(Taylor, 2011, p. 349). Habermas’ recent work has spearheaded this new turn in social
theory and political philosophy, with his talk of the ‘postsecular’ as an expression of the

newly prominent role of religion in the public square, which re-examines the classic

82 See Habermas (2008), Keenan (2002) and Bretherton (2010D-pf. 1
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assumptions of modern liberal thought towards the role of religion in the body of politics
(Habermas, 2011, pp. 15-33).

Increasingly, political theorists of many kinds are intimating that ostensibly
secular democracies rely on worldviews not reducible to secular reason and as such
religious or theological principles may continue to nurture and inform public debate.
Various political theorists and social critics as well as philosophers agree with the
suggestion that religion might be potentially emancipatory and progressive, rather than
inherently antipathetic to human rights and the pluralist public discourse. It is within these
growing discussions, focused on the critical and constructive reflection upon religion
theology— as a resource for political reflection, that Zizek’s contributions have been
making a recurrent appearance.

An example of this i¥heology and the PoliticdDaviset al, 2005), a theoretical
theological-political engagement with what its many contributors consider to be the crisis
of liberalism and its manifestations of liberal democracy, philosophical liberalism and
liberal theology. It includes some of the most influential contemporary philosophers
(Terry Eagleton, Slavoj Zizek, Regina Mara Schwartz, Philip Goodchild, Simon
Critchley, Antonio Negri, Kenneth Surin, Eleanor Kaufman and Hent de Vries) and
theologians (Rowan Williams, Creston Davis, Conor Cunningham, William Desmond,
Daniel M. Bell, Jr., Catherine Pickstock, Graham Ward, John Milbank and Phillip Blond
— many of whom are closely associated with Radical Orthodoxy). These thinkers argue
for Christianity and Marxism as offering ‘the only two real metaphysical alternatives to

liberalism’ (ibid., p. 259-260).
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Another collection, edited by Hent de Vries and Lawrence Sullivan (2006),
challenges the very premises of secularisation and explores the relationship of the
political and religious domains, in light of the &tt persistence. Distinguished scholars
from philosophy, political theory, anthropology, classics and religious studies discuss the
relationship from Ancient Greece, through Augustine's two cities and early modern
religious debates, to classic statements about political theology by such thinkers as Walter
Benjamin and Carl Schmitt, and conclude with a deliberation of new open ways of
conceptualising society. The volume notably includes a historic discussion between
Jurgen Habermas and Pope Benedict XVI, concerning the pre-political moral foundations
of a republic.

The volume Religion and Political Thoughtedited from the theological
perspectives of Michael Hoelzl and Graham Ward (2006), aims to provide a brief
overview and exposition of the history of religious political thought. The book is divided
into five chronological sections, each covering certain themes, but of particular relevance
is PartV: ‘The Contemporary Debates’ (ibid., pp. 219-281), in which contemporary
thinkers present their understanding of the relationship between religion and politics for
today: the political philosopher Charles Taylor finds value in religion for social politics,
the German Catholic Theologian Jirgen Manneman writes about religion as the motor for
contemporary human and political processes of transformation, the theologian Marcella
Althus-Reid presents the relationship from the perspective of Liberation and Queer
Theology, John Milbank offers a Thomistic alternative to secular politics and Zizek seeks

to raise awareness of the religious as a constitutive element of society and its cultural
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foundations. The section is thus philosophically engaging, as each thinker seeks to present
the primary religious sources in relation to a grand historical narrative.

The above-mentian are all examples of the current discussions involving Zizek
about the role and potential of the religious, in particular theology, in the global socio-
political environment. Should Zizek then be considered as a postsecular? To answer this

question, we must first take a closer look at the meaning that the term is supposed to carry.

1.3.1.2 Problems with the postsecular

If the very name of the term places it in a relationship with the secular, the question that
immediately follows concerns the exact nature of the relationship between them. Already
in the examples mentioned above we observe a variance in understanding of this
relationship, from Habermas’ acknowledgment of religion’s prominent role to Taylor’s

call for a radical redefinition of secularism. The term itself evokes relational resonances
with other concepts, such as postmodern, post-colonial, post-structuralist or post-human.
Aside from each of these terms having its own specialist discourse and complex
genealogy, the underlyingaestion appears to be the way in which the prefix ‘post’ is
deployed in each. Does it denote a successor phase, temporarily or chronologically
speaking, in which one epoch or paradigm follows another? Or is the term being deployed
to question the very stability and coherence of its associated concept? For example,
postmodermmay indicate merely the era after a modernity or an architectural or aesthetic
style after modernism. Alternatively, it may signal the very reappraisal of the assumptions
underlying the modern. How exactly, thengs the prefix ‘post” function with regards to
secularity — is it questioning the very stability of secularity, or is it the latter’s

development?
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James Beckford (2012, pp. 1-19) offers a helpful, thorough and extensively
referenced typology of the major interpretations of the concept, which broadly speaking
canbe summarised by the followin@) the persistence of religious belief and practice
belies the existence of secularization; (2) a more modest revisionist stance vis-a-vis
secularisation which notes both the reality of secularism and its limitations as any kind of
meta-narrative; (3) ee-enchantment of the secular, especially evident in the return of the
sacred in popular culture; (4) the de-privatisation of religion and its resurgence as a public
and political force; and (5) a reassertion of neo-orthodox worldviews.

Thus the term post-secular can carry different interpretations in relation to the
secular and is not exhaustively defined, but has an undetermined meaning. Beckford
(2012, pp. 12-13) concludes that due to such a proliferation of usage of the term its very
currency has become irredeemably devaftidthat is why some thinkers avoid the term
or concept and have sought to critique it. Martin (2011, p.14), for example, perceives the
term as a fanciful invention without any proof, while Dalferth (2010) claims that it seeks
to characterise societies which are neither religious nor secular but indifferent. The term
post-secular and its conception have proven very problematic.

Among the thinkers critiquing the notion of thestsecular is Zizek (1999b), who
refers to the concept as ‘postsecular crap’. He caricatures the postsecular argument as
follows: ‘Of course, we no longer have the ontological god, but it is an Otherness which
is a mystery; a gap is opened, something is present in the mode of absence. It’s always to
come, it is never here, it’s the mystery of otherness to be respected’ (ibid.). No doubt he

is here referring to the postmodern interpretation of the religious observed in the thought

83 This concern is also shared by the intellectual historian Dominick LaC&#4, (2. 68), who considers
the easiness with which the term is being gravitated towards as problematic.
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of Jacques Derrida (1995), with which he disagrees and which he criticiz2isl in
Somebody Say Totalitarianism2001d). In the sectionitled ‘Postsecularism? No
thanks! (pp. 152160), he disapproves of Derrida’s desire to keep what the latter deems

as the authentic kernel of religion (religious experience) but to throw away the
institutional and mystifying husk (theology), and argues that this takes away the
transforming potential of religion and instead turns it to into a fetish. He also disagrees
with Jiirgen Habermas’ view of the public sphere and of the state. Whereas Habermas
(2008b) advocates the traditional liberal separation of religion andcpoiizek is
convinced of the need to include religion as our modern democracies are more post-
political than political, and religion might thus be a radical critique of the de-politicisation
of the public sphere and of the state (Zizek, 2001d, p. 152). What Zizek observes within

both Derrida and Habermas is religion re-imagined as a politically compatible or servile
philosophy which avoids challenging the current political or sociological makeup. Devoid
of critical socio-political potential, its function is that of a fetishto escape the
uncomfortable dimensions of religion in favour of a mere thought experiment without
any social consequences. dontrast to this, Zizek’s estimation and appropriation of
Christian theology is purely concrete and incarnate, revealing rather than obscuring or
mystifying the social reality.

Zizek’s resistance to the term postsecular, as described above, is not merely
because he does not agree with the meaning ascribed to it by Derrida or Habermas, but
because he profoundly disagrees with the very dualistic categories of religious and secular
in their obfuscating function. While he does share with them the conviction that religion,

or to be precise theology, is socio-politically relevant, the very ground for this conviction
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differs. Zizek’s endeavour transcends the division between secular and religious, but also
any understanding of postsecular, in the sense that it represents the very dismantling of
understanding the religious and secular on their own, as abstracts, and proposes that the
two are rather intrinsically bound into a dialectical concrete. This is illustrated perfectly

in the following well-known quote:

My claim here is not merely that | am a materialist through and through,

and that the subversive kernel of Christianity is accessible also to a

materialist approach; my thesis is much stronger: this kernel is accessible

only to a materialist approaechand vice versa: to become a true

dialectical materialist, one should go through the Christian experience

(Zizek, 2003, p. 6).84
On this pointWard Blanton remarks that ZiZek’s more recent writing on Christianity does
not differ from his earlier work with regard to style, motifs and theoretical descriptions
(2007, p. 178 footnote 19). | agree, and rather than saying that this either meziiskhat
has always been writing about Christianity or that he is still just writing about materialism,

I would argue that he has always written about both together.

Zizek is not alone, as other thinkers have, like him, refused the very categories of
secularand religious, and subsequently the postsecular. Such is Kong’s (2010, p. 764)
rejection of the concept as superfluous since secularization never existed, or McLennan,
Smith and Whistler’s (2010, p. 14) dismissal of it as an imperialist response to the

imperialist understanding of secularity. This perception of the academic and social

distinction between religion and the secular as a primary motor of the self-expansion of

84 This is very close to a formulation of Bloch’s that Zizek does not acknowledge:‘Nur ein Atheist kann
ein guter Christ sein, nur ein Christ kann ein guter Atheist $aiy an atheist can be a good Christian;
only a Christian can be a good atheist.] (Bloch, 1968, p. 368 .stdtement actually appeared on the
cover of the German original, but does not appear in the English tran&igtioh. Swann (1972). It does
appear on the edition published by Verso in 2009.
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the modern, rational West, resonates with Zizek’s caricature of the postsecular described
above as a liberal tradition of creating a split that was not there. That is also why Ward
Blanton,in his essay ‘Neither Religious Nor Secular’ (in Boer, 2010, pp. 141-161)8°
deconstructs the very categories of secular and sacred as inextricably caught up within
Western hegemony, and calls upon biblical criticism to cease defining itself by using
these terms and open itself up to new ways of thinking and being as a dis€ipline.
Therefore it musbe concluded that while Zizek’s voice is often perceived by
theological circles in the rise of the postsecular (e.g. Sigurdson, 2010), it is incorrect to
describe or contextualise him as a postsecular due to his rejection not only of the
problematic interpretation of the concept, but more importantly, of the dualistic categories
of religious and secular. Instead, as we shall see below, his critical attitude to the
Enlightenment project, or its offspring the secularisation thesis, is to be considered as that
of post-Marxist critical theory.
1.3.2 Marxism and theology as sociopolitical sojoners
In From Marxism to Post-Marxism®6ran Therborn regards the Marxist turn to theology
as ‘the most surprising development in left-wing social plilosophy in the past decade’
(Therborn, 2008, p. 130). Certainly, the turn is surprising within the specific context of
Marx’s criticism and suspicion of religion, which was understood as the opium of masses,

the extreme of ideology and false consciousfebmwever, that very criticism reveals

8 |n Displacing Christian Origin§2007), Blanton contends that the notion of the secular was constructed
in modernity by defining religiosity as something which it wasandtcalls secularisation ‘a thesis of

ephemeral banality’ (p. 170).

86 Blanton’s thought is then developed further in his Materialism for the Massg®014), where he gives a
fresh consideration of the Apostle Paul as a challenge to that Western hegeameieork.

87 See, for example, Marx (2008), pp. 39 and 74.
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the cultural power and function of religion, which has been appreciated by a number of
Marxist thinkers from the very beginning.

In 1940 the German Marxist social critic and philosopher Walter Benjamin (1968,
p. 253), in hisTheses on the Concept of Histptglls the story of the Turk, a famous
chess-playing device of the eighteenth century, as an analogy for historical materialism.
Presented as an automaton that could defeat skilled chess players, the Turk puppet
actually concealed a dwarf master chess-player who controlled the machine and could
counter, thus assuring its victory in the match. Benjamin compares the puppet to historical
materialism in philosophy, which is always victorious as long as it employs the services
of theology, which in turn is small and ugly and ought to be kept out of sight, the inference
being the distinctly teleological historical materialist understanding of history as
culminating in a secularised embodiment of the Judeo-Christian apocalyptical idea.
Dialectical materialism, Benjamin argues, is an incarnation of theology and as such the
latter is unavoidable- political theology. Yet it is important to note that Benjamin’s
consideration of the theological was not isolated, for an element of Marxist recognition
or identification, if not appreciation, of a revolutionary dimension to Christianity has been
present ever since Engéfs.

This is nicely illustrated in the consideration of Thomas Mintzer as a part of
Marxist heritage. Frederick Engels (1820-1895) first elaborated his position in an
influential study of Mlntzer and the peasant revolutidie Peasant War in Germany
(1978b) where he understands Miintzer’s fiery theological language as rhetoric for larger

groups of peasants, a cover for a secular, revolutionary core that he communicated plainly

8 SeeCollier’s Christianity and Marxisnf2001). For a historical survey of attempts to connect the two
traditions in European thought see BentdeBetween Marx and Chrigi982).
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to his inner circlé® This work by Engels initiated a series of further studies, such as that
of the Marxist theoretician’s Karl Johann Kautsky (1854-1938). HisVorlaufer des
neueren SozialismugKautsky, 1897) is an extensive study of revolutionary and
communist movements before the modern era, which pays careful attention to the
treatments of Thomas Mintzer, the Mlnster revolution and the Anabaptists. Compared
to Engels, Kautsky gives far greateredit to Miintzer’s revolutionary, and indeed
communist, credentials when he posits that the revolutionary currents breaking over
Europe were due, in no small degree ‘t0 his extravagant communistic enthusiasm,
combined with an iron determination, pasateimpetuosity, and statesmanlike sagacity’

(ibid.). Yet this is inseparable from Miintzer’s theological engagements, with a view to
overthrowing oppressors and freeing those burdened in the name of a thoroughly
democratic and communist project.

The insight that theology itself was crucial was shared also by Anatoly
Lunacharsky (1875-1933), the Commissar of the Enlightenment after the Russian
Revolution and author deligiia i Sotsializn{Religion and Socialism] (1908Y.In that
work he admires the revolutionary role of prophets such as Muntzer, but also the biblical
figures of Amos, Hosea, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Paul and Jesus. The Marxist philosopher Ernst
Bloch (1885-1977) further influenced the raising of Muntzer to the status of pre-
revolutionary hero. HiFhomas Miintzer als Theologe der Revolut{@®60) represents

a wholehearted embrace of Miintzer and the peasant revolt, arguing for the ceritrality

89 Engels later conducted a study of Christianity, which was publishéumosusly, in which he
evaluates the latter as ‘originally a movement of oppressed people: it first appeared as the religion of
slaves and freedmen, of poor people deprived of all rights, pleesubjugated or dispersed by Réme
(Engels, 1978a, p. 447).

% This work has lain in obscurity ever since Lenin attacked it 1908 uRber details as well as a
translation into English, see Boer (2013, pp83i-
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theology in his radical politics, as also the pre-Marxist forms of communism that are
found in the radical tradition of Christianity. He focuses on the apocalyptic dimension of
Miintzer’s message in order to show how revolutionary such religiously-inspired
apocalyptic movements can be. The Scripture thus effectively acts as the bad conscience
of the believers, with its vivid apocalyptic texts fanning the flames of revolution. This
understanding is repeated by BlochAtheismus in Christentunf1968), in which he
argues that one of the main sources for revolutionary affect and commitment is found in
the Bible. Inded, the latter work is Bloch’s attempt to demonstrate Christianity’s
potential for liberation through a sociological study of the Bible. He locates its appeal for
the oppressed in its antagonism to authority and subversive potential against authoritarian
metaphysical theism. Not unlike Zizek then, as we shall see in the next chapter, he finds

a subversive element at the core of Christianity, which leads to a necessary atheism.

1.3.3 Western Marxism, theology and political critque

In Western Marxism, a particular strand of cultural criticism arose out of the Frankfurt
Schooft! - critical theory. This method of analysis was an amalgam of philosophical and
social-scientific techniques that had wide-ranging applications. Long before
postmodernism became fashionable, Theodor Adorno (1903-1969) and Max Horkheimer
(1895-1973), two of the leading figures of the Frankfurt School, wrote one of the most
searching critiques of modernity to have emerged among progressive European

intellectuals. InDialektik der Aufklarung[Dialectic of Enlightenment(Adorno and

91 The Frankfurt School is a school of neo-Marxist interdisciplinary social thetaplisbed as a
Research Institute at the Goethe University in Frankfurt, Germany. It fled to Newd¥iong the Nazi
takeover in 1933, but returned to Frankfurt after the Second World \Wauschool initially consisted of
dissident Marxists who were disillusioned with the Soviet Marxism anchs@ugath outside of
traditional Marxist theories, which were unable to explain the complexities of capitalitia twentieth
century.
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Horkheimer, 1969/2005) they examined how the Enlightenment project, of which
Marxism was a part, was able to end up in the horrors of the Second World War. The
progress of reason, they argue, had become irrational and the reason for this irrationality
was domination driven by an irrational fear of the unknown: ‘Humans believe themselves
free of fear when there is no longer anything unknown. This has determined the path of
demythologization .[.] Enlightenment is mhical fear radicalized’ (ibid., p. 11/22).
Their historical analysis of the formation of the modern age of Enlightenment leads them
to two theses: ‘Myth is already enlightenment, and enlightenment reverts to mythology’
(ibid., p. 6/xviii). The first thesis allows them to suggest that, despite being declared
mythical and outmoded by the forces of secularization, older rituals, religions and
philosophies may have contributed to the process of enlightenment and may still have
something worthwhile to contribute. The second thesis allows them to expose ideological
and destructive tendencies within modern forces of secularization, but without denying
either that these forces are progressive and enlightening or that the older conceptions they
displace were themselves ideological and destructive. Thus we see that Adorno and
Horkheimer challenged the dualism of myth and enlightenment, or religion and reason,
by showing that myth is already enlightenment and the latter is a regression to the
mythical, understanding the relationship between them as truly dialectical.

More recently, critical theory has seen a proliferation of Marxist-inspired thinkers
under the label post-Marxists, who explore theological resources, free of the
preconceptions of orthodox Marxist thought, which refuses to countenance any tinkering

with its basic philosophical categories. The list includes the work of Alain Badiou,
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Giorgio Agamben, Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, Terry Eagleton and of course
Slavoj Zizek.

In Saint Paul(2003), the French philosopher Alain Badiou claims that Paul laid
the foundation for a particular kind of universalism that Badiou also end8rBasliou
is not interested in Paul as a religious thinker, but as ‘an anti-philosophical theoretician
of universality’ (ibid., p. 108), whose way of thinking ‘the event’ (ibid., p. 2) is hardly
surpassed and therefore the form of this thinking, not the content, should be searched to
enlighten the struggle against global capitali$mthat sense, Paul’s theology was a
revolutionary event of thinking and ought to be repeated formally in our current socio-
political context, but without the content.

While the Italian philosopher Giorgio Agamben disagrees with Badiou’s
interpretation of Paul, and so has written his own commentary on the Epistle to the
Romans (Agamben, 2005), he nevertheless agrees with him on the importance of reading
Paul. He seeks to separate the Pauline texts from the history of the Church that canonized
them, thus revealing them to be the fundamental messianic texts of the West. Far from
Paul’s letters being concerned with the foundation of a new religion, they seek to abolish
the Jewish law. Through a close reading and comparison of Walter Benjamin’s enduring
and influential contribution to Western Marxism mentioned above and the Pauline
Epistles, Agamben discerns a number of parallels between the two works, concluding that
Benjamin’s philosophy of history constitutes a repetition and appropriation of Paul.

In Multitude (2005), a follow-up to the well-knowlBmpire (2000), the American

literary theorist and political philosopher Michael Hardt and the Italian sociologist and

92 This subject will be discussed in further detail in the context of Zizek’s theology in Chapter 2.
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political philosopher Antonio Negri often make use of biblical and theological themes,
such as a Christian view of the body and the battle over icons in Byzantium some 1200
years ago. These discussions are readily connected to their own agenda, such as issues of
embodiment and vision. For example, the chaptevuititude entitled ‘Traces of the

Multitude’ (Hardt and Negri, 2005, pp. 189-227) consists of a discussion of the ‘social

body’ that reminds them of the theological discussion on the same theme initiated by the

French Jesuit Henri de LubacCorpus Mysticun(2007)%2 Meanwhile, inEmpirg, they

use as an illumination of ‘the future life of Communist militancy’ the milder religious

example of Saint Francis of Assisi (Hardt and Negri, 2000, p. 413).

The British literary scholar and cultural theorist Terry Eagleton, hagftén
Theory(2004), severely criticised recent cultural studies and postmodernism with the help
of Saint Paul and by an appeal to an Aristotelian-Augustinian version of Catholic theology
inspired by the late Dominican Herbert McCabe. In that work theology is used not only
as an illustration but as an argument in its own right. Eagleton continues this exploration
in Holy Terror (2005), which deals with the metaphysics of terrorism, and also in his
criticism of the New Atheists iReason, Faith, and Revolution: Reflections onGloel
Debate(2009). In the latter he divulges his reason for dealing extensively with theology:
‘however implausible many of its truth claims’ seem to be, it still ‘is one of the most
ambitious theoretical arenas left in an increasingly specialised world’ (ibid., p. 167). Even
if, according to Eagleton, theology in many places of the world increasingly continues to
be part of the problem, it nonetheless exhibits the capacity to foster ‘the kind of critical

reflection which might contribute to some of the answers’ (ibid., p. 168).

9 Interestingly, de Lubac has drawn on many of the same thinkersHeardioand Negri, especially the
Russian philologist Mikhail Bakhtin.
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It is within the context of po¥arxist critical theory that Zizek posits that the
attempt to think politically, without religious categories, is faulty. He argues that today’s
political thought has been turned into ethics and a legal philosophy, and is as such post-
political. It has been reduced to a promotion of moral values and ethical policies.

In an attempt to demonstrate and critique the failures of the current political
system of liberal democracy, the pddirxist thinkers, among whom is also Zizek, refer
to classical theological sources, such as the letters of Sain®*Pduls theology is
recognised for its critical potential and as an important element of the political, be it for
organisation, maintenance or enhancement of social living. It acts as a conceptual pool
facilitating and grounding critique. The Swedish theologian Ola Sigurdson argues that
Marxism and theology have always shared an interest in what he calls hopatual
expectation, beyond mere wishful thinking that something new is possible, a better
society than the current alienated and social existence of humankind’ (Sigurdson, 2012,
p. 5). In this philosophical sense, common to Sigurdson as a theologidizek as a
post-Marxist, theology and Marxism could be understood as revealing the socio-political
reality with its faults anchecessarilyemerging as an alternative. Positioned in this

context,Zizek’s interest in theology is hardly original or without precedent®

94 Blanton and de Vries ask the question specifically with regards to contemporary political philosophy’s
attention taPaul. See Blanton’s ‘Paul and the Philosophers: Return to a New Archive’ (in Blanton and de
Vries, 2013, pp. 1-38). For a critical response to this engagement see CRieodisi, Badiou, Zizek
und das Erbe der christlichen Liebe’ (in de Kessel and Hoens, 2006, pp. 107-26); Onfrkiisist
Manifesto(2007); Rasch'Sovereignty and Its Disconten{2004); and EspositoBios: Biopolitics and
Philosophy(2008).

% This remarkable theological genre among a section of the European intellgttms lelso recently
been bolstered by Roland Boer’s Criticism of Heaver{2009), which offers a wide-ranging treatment of
‘biblical Marxists’ and Marxist grappling with religion. He picks up their often extended reflections and
deliberations over theology and the Bible, of which there is an abundanaibb has not been
acknowledged and analysed appropriately, even though the authorattengated to hide these
deliberations, but were straightforwéreépen about them. Boer provides a very detailed reading of
certain oftaeglected works, such as Bloch’s Atheism in ChristianityAlthusser’s early theological essays
and the collection of lecturéshilosophy and the Spontaneous Philosophy of tien8ists Lefebvre’s
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1.3.4 Concluding thought
I conclude that contextualising Zizek as a postsecular thinker is an incorrect framing of
the content and motivation of his engagement with theology. He considers the
demarcation between the categories of religion and the secular as an obfuscating myth
and the postsecular momentum, insofar as it re-interprets religion as servile and impotent,
as its continuation. His theological engagement, on the other hand, subverts clear
categorical demarcations and is properly placed in a post-Marxist context, where the
theological is explored for the process of radical change, of illuminating and dismantling
the perpetual mystifications of the capitalist political order.

What will be revealed in the next section on Zizek’s theological materialism is the
form that his engagement with theology takes and how it impacts his materialist thought.
The criticality of theology for his political philosophy will become evident, not only in
enabling a critical investigation of the political, but also as its embodiment. It is in its
contestation of the current socio-political setup that theology not only enables but is the
revolutionary and ultimate political aet a materialist philosophy that is distinctly

theological.

‘Notes Written One Sunday in the French Countryside’, Gramsci’s Prison Notebookand Adorno’s
habilitation thesiKierkegaard: Construction of the Aesthetic
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Chapter 2: Zifek’s Political Theology

In this section I seek to provide an account of Zizek’s engagement with Christian

theology, the importance for his political thought and the outcome theeerddical
universalism grounded in the theology of dialectical materialism. The previous chapter
therefore served as a necessary background for this one, providing an introduction to the
main influences on Zizek’s thought and their concepts, the understanding of which he
re-appropriated and interrelated, as well as contextualising his engagement with
theology as post-Marxist. | will begin this account with an introduction to the manner in
which this engagement materialises. I will then, through an examination of Zizek’s

critique of Badiou irThe Ticklish Subjecaind its significance, present how he develops
his own understanding of Christianity and the political potential of its subversive
element, but only after a brief description of his rejection of actually existing
Christianity. Next, | will look at the product of the theologisation of his political thought
in the form of dialectical materialism, its overcoming of the constitutive exception, and
the new communality. Finally, | will provide a very brief afterthought regardinek’s

theological method.

2.1 Introduction

When seekingo provide an account of Zizek’s engagement with theology, the
temptation is to speak of a ‘theological turn’ — that at a certain point in his philosophy

he decided to engage theology. This is the case that Sharpe and Boucher ke in
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and Politics when they position it in the timeline of his engagement with Badiou from
The Fragile Absoluté2000b) onwards (Sharpe and Boucher, 2010, pp. 1942995).
However, Zizek has always engaged Christian theology and materialism together.
Sharpe and Boucher seemis that Zizek’s willingness to engage Badiou in
theological terms and his later persistence with the theological is grounded upon his
already observed reading of Walter Benjamiihie Sublime Object of Ideolodt989)
and his defence of theological languag@&hie Indivisible Remaindefl996)andThe
Abyss of Freedom/Ages of the Wor(@iZek and Schelling 1997).

Walter Benjamin is at the centre of the chapter “You Only Die Twice’ (Zizek,
1989, pp. 145-167), in whidBenjamin’s already mentioned Theses on the Concept of
History (Benjamin, 1968, p. 253), via Lacan’s notion of the death drive, is read as a
critique of the surviving big Other in Stalinist historical materialism, which does not
take responsibility for the past as the subject abdicates responsibility to the big Other
who drives the historical ‘progress’. Benjamin’s historical materialism, by contrast,
takes that responsibility, when he asserts that meaning is determined only by the
outcome of the present struggle. Zizek argues that this acceptance of responsibility for
the past is the essence of Benjamin’s reference to ‘theology’ in his first thesis. Indeed,
Zizek has upheld this criticism of Stalinist historical materialism together with its
theological moves, as was observed in the previous section.

With regards to Schelling, also already observed in 1.2.3.1Theinndivisible

RemainderZizek extrapolates that Schelling’s Die Weltalteris for him the founding text

% This is incorrect, sincéizek’s initial engagement with Badiou was in the earlige Ticklish Subject
as is clear from my demonstration below. 3&ek’s ‘The Politics of Truth, or, Alain Badiou as a Reader
of St Paul’ (1999a, pp. 127-170).
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of dialectical materialism, not despite its theological content, but precisely because of it
(Zizek, 1996, p. 36). Indeed, his account of the intra-divine struggle becomes
instrumental for Zizek’s understanding of subjectivity. It is therefore correct to resist
speaking of a decisive theological turn in ZiZek’s thought, for even if his interest in
theology is more obvious in some of his works than others, its ‘more-than-a-simple
presence’ is evident in almost all of his works since The Sublime Object of Ideology.

It can be said, however, that it is only in his encounter with Batlio Zizek
begins to develop his own distinctive understanding of the origin of Christianity and its
relationship to Judaism and paganism. Prepar&tenTicklish Subjectit is developed
in three books, which he published in quick succesdiba:Fragile Absolut¢2000b),
On Belief(2001b) and’he Puppet and the Dwa(2003). These books should be read
together in order to gain a sense of the constant revision and development that Zizek’s
thinking undergoes in order to arrive at its present form, as observed in workisdike
Parallax View(2006b),Paul’s New Moment (Zizek, 2010b, pp. 92-99)The Monstrosity
of Christ(Zizek and Milbank, 2009), God in Pain(Zizek and Gunjevi¢, 2012) and Less
Than Nothing(2012a), and also in other recent works, sudhivéisg in the End Times
(Zizek, 2010c, pp. 80-134andAbsoluteRecoil (Zizek, 2014, pp. 245-282), which
include chapters or large sections on theology.

Rather than accepting talk of a theological turn, it is more appropriate to speak,
as Roland Boer does (2009, pp. 335-39@, theology as playing an important part in
Zizek’s development as a distinct political thinker. In Contingency, Hegemony,

Universality(2000), Judith Butler criticises Zizek on the grounds that while his

97 Even though he still speaks of a theological turn in Zizek’s thought or ‘conversion’, Roland Boer offers
a valuable account of Zizek’s development as a political thinker and the role of theology in that process
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psychoanalysis provides an important contribution to how ideology works at an
individual level, it does not provide a solution or a way out (Butler in Batlat,
2000, pp. 28-29). It rather insists on the notion of constitutive exception, which
simultaneously enables and hobbles every effort at emancipation, thereby subverting it:
We think we have found a point of opposition to domination, and then
realize that that very point of opposition is the instrument through which
domination works, and that we have unwittingly enforced the powers of
domination through our participation in its oppositidaid., p. 2§.
Since Zizek’s psychoanalytic thought cannot enact change and is therefore impotent, it
cannot provide the basis for a viable politics, Butler ar§8i8s, rather than speaking
of a theological turn, it is exactly in a response to or development of his political
thought that theology plays a crucial role. By engaging further with Christian theology,

first Paul and then Jesu&izek escapes from the closeiteuit of Lacan’s

psychoanalysis and emerges as a distinct political thinker.

2.2 Badiou and Paul’s truth-event

After the challenge of Butler, Zizek engages with Alain Badiou’s similar charge in The
Ticklish Subjec{1999a) that psychoanalysis cannot give us any political poStion.
This is or could be considered as Zizek’s first effort at a militantly political book (ibid.,
p.4), in which he sets about engaging and critically examining Badiou’s notion of the
truth-event inSaint Pau2003). Thus theoint of contact between Zizek and Badiou is

not the latter’s use of Paul, but his concern with truth, an account of universality. This

9 | jkewise, Laclau argues that Zizek’s political thought is not advanced and ‘remains fixed in very
traditional categories.” In other words, it is underdeveloped and is merely juxtaposing Marx and Lacan
(Laclau in Butler et al., 2000, pp. 2089).

99 Zizek engages or refers to Badiou at various points in his earlier works, but proper engagement comes
only in The Ticklish SubjectSeeZizek (199139, pp. 188, 270Zizek (1997, pp. 26, 59, 924nd Zizek
(1993), p. 4.
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interest in truth shows Zizek in stark contrast to postmodern philosophy, which refuses

to deal with the notion. While he agrees with the postmodern assertion that there is no
going back to some pr@edern understanding of truth, Zizek nevertheless argues for

the necessity of a new concept of truth (Zizek, 1993, pp. 3-4). This is the point of

contact with Badiou, who agrees and proposes that truth or its nature, rather than being
a positive body, is something thappensi.e. anevent!® In other words, it does not
concern the state of thingseing, but is rather amventof location of the political act

and subject. The place where that event comes from is the marginalised. Each truth-
event corresponds to a given situation, in which all elements are present, but not all are
represented. For example, a country contains people who live there without being
officially recognised as citizens or legal residents. Zizek agrees with Badiou’s
conceptualisation of universalism that it is those very excluded, with no place in the
order or system, that embody the true universality and represent the whole or entirety in
contrast to others, which onigpresent their particular interests (Zizek, 2003, p. 112). It

is therefore exactly this excluded element which is the site from which a truth-event
erupts. When it does so, only those who embrace the truth-evenitgeetsin the

proper sense of the word, and their attempt to follow the consequence of it is called a
truth-process. Zizek and Badiou agree that universalism is always the result of a great

process of struggle of the excluded that opens with an event.

100T am here following Zizek’s presentation of Badiou’s theory in Chapter 3: ‘The Politics of Truth, or,
Alain Badiou as a Reader of St. Paul’ of The Ticklish Subjec{1999a), pp. 127-17®adiou’s Pauline
application of event is developed from his semBgihg and Evenf2006), which is built in reliance
upon Heidegger’s Being and Timg(1962).
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Badiou then uses Paul as an utmost example of a subject naming the truth-event
(Badiou, 2003, p. 2! The resurrection of Christ as an unexpected event seizes Paul,
causing him to dedicate his life to spreading the gospel. The Pauline category of death
or living in the flesh marks the realm loéding— not being aware of the eveatwhile
life or living in the Spirit marks the realm of living in light of theith-event'%?

Therefore the resurrection is to Badiou the key to Paul’s truth-event and his death is

merely another indication that God became a human being. Certainly, the resurrection is
for Badiou a fable, but he understands that as the very condition for universaigy

not tied to any element of the life of Jesus and enables Paul to structure a subject, which
is ‘devoid of identity and suspended to an event whose only “proof’ lies precisely in its

having been declared by a subject’ (ibid., p. 5.)1°° The differences in this world have

101 This reading of Paul without the presupposition of any specificallistzin belief or commitment is
perhaps pioneered by Jacques Lacan, who, in his seminar Bthibg of Psychoanalysia 1959, as the
lecture draws to a conclusion, uses Romans 7 and paraphrases it todbsmesgd.acan, 1992, p. 83).
Lacan explains his use of Paul and the religious text in the following manner: ‘We analysts [...] do not
have to believe in these religious truths in any way, given that such fmeljeéxtend as far as what is
called faith, in order to be interested in what is articulated in its own terrabgious experience in the
terms of the conflict between freedom and grace, for examp]eThere is a certain paradox involved in
practically excluding from debate and from analysis things, termd@ctdnes that have been articulated
in the field of faith, on the pretext that they belong to a domain that is reservealievers (Lacan,
1992, pp. 17@77).

Similarly, Badiou writes in his preface 8 Paul ‘I care nothing for the Good News he declares,
or the cult dedicated to him. But he is a subjective figure of primary importance.” Like Lacan, he
emphasises that it is possible and indeed legitimate to read Paul: ‘we may draw upon [him] freely,
without devotion or repulsidnBadiou, 2003, p. 1). For Badiou, Paul is taken to be exemplarkinfa
of commitment that he believes to be necessary for contemporary politics.
102 7i7ek on the other hand contrasts beingandtruth-eventas between law and love. The order of being is
the domain of law, whereas the truth-event and fidelity to it belondre tavay of love- what he calls
‘the properly Christian way of Love [agap@’ (Zizek, 1999a, p. 47). This construction seems theologically
odd, since in Pauline theology the contrast is between law and gradbisaischlso emphasised by
Badiou. See Badiou (2003), pp. 63, 66-67 884This is picked up by Boer, who argues that Zizek
realised his mistake and moved onto grac@nrBelief(Boer, 2009, pp. 337, 34861). However, Zizek
seems to be highlighting the importance of fidelity to the truthtevere. He does say later that the life
in “love is accessible to all of us through gra@zek, 1999a, p. 147).
103 Interestingly, while Badiou does not require a historical Jesus, he does tinethamd desire a
historical Paul. See “Who is Paul?’ in Badiou, 2003, pp. 180.
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thus become indifferent in light of the new event and are materialised in the Pauline
conception of churcH*

Zizek concurs with Badiou’s subject without identity and expresses it
psychoanalytically as the ‘intrusion of the traumatic Real that shatters the predominant
symbolic texture’ (Zizek, 1999a, p. 142), a reminder that the subject is not only its
Symbolic representation. However, he disagrees with Badiou in two ways: first, the
religious example is not only an example but is actually an implicit paradigm for the
theory of the truth-event. Second, it is not the resurrection of Christ which seizes Paul,
but actually his death on the Crogsid., pp. 145-14731% He delivers his critique with
the help of the Freudian notion of the death drive as that which persists beyond life and
death. This negative gesturedefaching oneself from a given situation, Zizek argues, is
absolutely necessary if something new is to emerge. In Badiou’s reading, the death of
Christ, as he puts it, has no inherent meaning whatsoever, for it merely prepares the site
for the event. Howeer, Zizek argues, in order that his universal message might matter
more than his perso@hrist had to die (Zizek, 1999a, p. 157), for it is only through the
murder of particularity that universality follows (Zizek, 2003, p. 17f). Only by this
negativitycan the subject be established. As such, Zizek’s criticism is that by ignoring
Christ’s death on the Cross'°® and merely talking about the resurrection, Badiou
understands the truth-event as just a radically new beginning and as such a pseudo-

event.

1041n Being and EventBadiou describes the church precisely as the gasital ‘operator of faithful
connection to the Christ-evériBadiou, 2006, p. 392).

105 Reading the crucifixion as key is also evident in Taubés politische Theologie des Paujuwghere
heinsists that it is precisely the message concerning the crucified Meds@hsubverts Imperial
authority. Indeed, he regards Romans as a declaration of wag othan Empire (Taubes, 1993, p..16)
106 Badiou talks of the Cross as little else but a demonstration that Chaseally human.
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The sama criticism continues on to Badiou’s reading of Romans 7 (Zizek,
1999a, pp. 147-149 cf. Badiou, 2003, p. 7585)n which Paul grapples with
something akin to the notion of tivherent transgressioifhe very emergence of a
certain ‘value’ serving as a point of ideological identification relies on its transgression,
on some mode of taking a distance from it:
What shall we say, then? Is the law sinful? Certainly not! Nevertheless, |
would not have known what sin was had it not been for the law. For |
would not have known what coveting really was, if the law had not said,
“You shall not covet.” But sin, seizing the opportunity afforded by the
commandment, produced in me every kind of coveting. For apart from
the law, sin was dead. Once | was alive apart from the law; but when the
commandment came, sin sprang to life and | died. | found that the very
commandment that was intended to bring life actually brought death. For
sin, seizing the opportunity afforded by the commandment, deceived me,
and through the commandment put me to death (Romans 7:7-11).
By both Zizek and Badiou, Paul is here understood as the prime example of someone
who is starting to become conscious of the contradictory character of the Symbolic
Orderl®® They also both agree that the only way out is by identifying with some truth-
event. However, whereas Badiou argues for a direct identification with the resurrection
in order to escape Law as the obscene superego supplement, Zizek argues that the only

solution is that one must die to the law:

What ‘death’ stands for is at its most radical, not merely the passing of
earthly life but the ‘night of the world,’1°® the self-withdrawal, the

107 For a shorter but precise summary of Zizek’s engagement with Badiou’s reading of Romans 7, read
Zizek’s ‘Paul and the Truth\&nt’ in Davis et al.(2010), pp. 92-99.

108 Their reading of Romans 7 here essentially follows Lacan’s reading of the Law as Symbolic in ‘On the
Moral Law’ (Lacan, 1997, p. §3

109 Hegel’s phrase ‘night of the world’ is employed by Zizek frequently (1992, pp. 50-52; 1994, p. 145;
1996, p. 78; 1997, pp. 8-10; 2006b, p. 44). It is usexkpoess the radical negativity of the subject, the
overwhelming excess at the moment of doubt, which is the orighedartesian subjedh ‘PART 1:
Spirit according to its Concept’ of the Jena lectures on the Philosophy of Spirit, Hegel writes that ‘the
human being is this night, this empty nothing, which contaiesy#hving in its simplicity- an unending
wealth of many representations, images, of which none belongs tedrinvhich are not present. This
night, the interior of nature, that exists hengure self [..]. One catches sight of this night when one
looks human beings in the eyénto a night that becomes awfigHegel, 1970d / 1983) available online
at https://www.marxists.org/reference/archive/hegel/works/jl/ch013.htm
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absolute contraction of subjectivity, the severing of links with ‘reality’ —

this is the ‘wiping of the slate clean’ that opens up the domain of the

symbolic New Beginning (1999a, pp. 154.
The only way to escape the contradictory Symbolic Order, in this case the Law, is by
symbolically dying to it, rather than merely enacting a new beginning within it.
Accordingto Zizek, that is what marks a real, subjective truth-event.

Therefore, in the process of engaging Badiou’s philosophical account of
universality, the latter’s reading of Paul as the founder of Christianity leads Zizek
directly to his own reading of Paul and ChristianityHis critique is not developed in
purely theoretical terms, but finds ZiZek arguing that there is an inner necessity to this
turn to theology a%nly Christianity opens up the space for thinking the inexistence of
the big Other, insofarsat is the religion of a God who dies’ (Zizek, 2013b, p. 176). The
guestion of what exactly this means is the subject matter to which | turn my attention
next. For now, however, the following observation is in order: Through this engagement
with Badiou, ZiZek begins to develop his own reading of Christian theology and its

import for his own political thought. As we shall see, the latter is thought out through

the former (and vice versa).
2.3 Christianity’s Perverse Core

The engagement with Badiou’s reading of Paul and the trutivent leads Zizek to

concludethat ‘what we need today is the gesture that would undermine capitalist

110 See also p. 159.

11 However, while Zizek clearly connects Paul’s universalist legacy to Christianity, as previously
observed (in section 1.3), Badiou places it in the trans-historical reva@wgicommunist context. Thus,
in Del’ideology, Badiou and his cauthor Frangois Balmés regard Paul as a ‘communist invariant,
together with Thomas Mintzer and the German peasant revolt (Badiou and ,B&li#@&pp. 60-75). |

https://www.scribd.com/doc/47747975/0f-Ideold@\ccessed: 20 September 2016).
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globalisation [with particularisation] from the standpoint of universal Truth, just as
Pauline Christianity did to the Romafobal Empire’ (Zizek, 1999a, p. 211). Just as the
global Empire, which was held together by a non-substantialditite Roman legal
order, was undermined by Pauline Christianity from the standpoint of universal Truth,
the same standpoint is needed in the struggle against capitalist globalisation. In a sense,
all of Zizek’s books on Christianity represent an attempt to grapple with the full
implications of this statement. In all of them, after calling for a Pauline-style
intervention, he turns to an analysis of what it is about the contemporary situation that
makes a Pauline gesture possible and necessary.

Zizek’s own understanding of contemporary society is that it is increasingly
characterised by perversion. This comes from the fact, already obged@d.1.2,
that modernity has permanently undercut the big Other of sdéfatyhereas before
God was the privileged name for the big Other, ordering everything and everyone’s
place in society, once that was no longer the case, the subjects were left in a double
bind. Building on Lacan’s premise, Zizek argues that the role of the big Other was to
prohibit and thereby shield the subjects from harmful pleasures, while at the same time
providing a small amount of pleasure through the law’s inherent transgression. This
means that in modernity, without the law, pleasure threatens to overwhelm the subject,
while on the other hand, the breakdown of law also threatens to deprive the subject of

the small amount of pleasure derived from transgressing the law.

112 See also Chapter 1: “On the One’ of Zizek (1991a), pp. 7-60.
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Perversiont!® Zizek argues, is a twofold strategy to counteract the nonexistence
of the big Other and the resulting double bind. There is first ‘an (ultimately deeply
conservative, nostalgic) attempt to install the law artificially, in the desperate hope that
we will then take this self-posited limitation seriouq®003, p. 53). Secondly, there is
‘in a complementary way, a no less desperate attempt to codify the very transgression of
the Law’ (ibid.). As an example, Zizek goes on to mention the imposition of ‘traditional
values’ by the Christian fundamentalists in the United States. While on the surface this
imposition represents an attempt to suppress destructive pleasures, the Christian
fundamentalist position is at the same time sustained by an ‘ambiguous attitude of
horror/envy with regard to the unspeakable pleasures in which sinners engage’ (Zizek,
2003, p. 68)14

What, then, is the way to avoid perversion, and what does Christianity have to
do with that? This is developed and clarified’re Puppet and the Dwaih which, by
again focusing on the problemmérversionin Romans 7 as presented by La&an,
Zizek clarifies the connection between the contemporary situation and Pauline
intervention. Given that Zizek presents Paul’s argument as geared toward escaping

perversion, does he propose that the only option is a straightforward turn to the

113 The term is here by Zizek perceived in a broader sense, applied beyond its usual sexual context

primarily to political situations- thus for instance describing Stalinism and Nazism as utterly perverse
political ideologies (e.gl993 p. 195; 2001b, p. 139; 20Q7,227; 1997, p. 69). It marks a conservative
‘solution’ to the problem of the decline of the big Other, which reveals a belief in its existence. In that
sense, ‘perversion is not subversion’ (1999a p. 247).

114 This, Zizek argues, is exemplified by the numerous sex scandals involving major figures on the

religious Right, such as the American televangelist Jimmy Swaggart, whoseszeatoemnations of
sexual immorality were countered by his sexual scandals in the eigtdiemeaties, or his preaching
against selt:entredness, which is carried out as a ‘show’ event, bearing the appearance of an ego-trip.
Another example is that of the former Republican senator Rick Santorum’s infamous remarks claiming

that the acceptance of homossalxty will inevitably lead to ‘man on dogsex. Only an obsession with
transgressive sexuality would make such a connection seem pladgibkecontends.

115 See footnote 18
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Christian position? Not at all. In Chapter ZTofe Puppet and the Dwacehtitled ‘The
Thrilling Romance of Orthodoxy” (2003, pp. 34-57), Zizek uses G. K. Chesterton’s
(1874-1936)0rthodoxy(1996) and injects his insights into contemporary debates that
show a certain perverse lodi€while arguing that perversion is actually the key
strategy of existing Christianity (Zizek, 2003, p. 53). The Christian system of
prohibition and selttenial ‘is the only frame within which we can enjoy pagan
pleasures: the feeling of guilt is a fake enabling us to give ourselves over to pleasures’
(ibid., p. 57). He gives the following example:

This is what the perverse version of Christianity entices us to do: betray

your desire, compromise with regard to the essential, to what really

matters and you are welcome to have all the trivial pleasures you are

dreaming about deep in your heart! Or as they would put it today:

renounce marriage, become a priest and you can have all the little boys

you want. The fundamental structure here is not so much that of

conditional joy!’ (you can have it if you...), but rather, that of fake

sacrifice, of pretending not to have ‘it’, to renounce it, in order to deceive

the big Other, to conceal from it the fact that we do havbid.( pp. 49-

50).
In fact, Zizek goes so far as to wonder if the Christian God is himself a pervert, in that
he seems to need the Fall to occur in order to be able to redeem Iyuifathét needs
Judas to commit the despicable act of betraying Jesus in order to carry out his plan of
redemption. It is this very moment of perversion, where God himself seems to operate

according to the principle ‘let us do evil that good may result’ (Romans 8: 3), that is the

perverse core of Christianity to which the subtitl§loé Puppet and the Dwarndfers.

116 For example, upholding democratic values through toriticek, 2003 p. 37).

17 While otherwise following Chesterton, Zizek here critiques him for his ‘doctrine of conditional joy’ —
joy that depends on what is forbidden (Chesterton, 1996, pBy®)sisting that there is a constitugiv
exception (you may have joy, if yau), Zizek argues, Chesterton remains within perversion.

118 This draws on Zizek’s previous discussions of the philosopher Malebranche as proposing that God
incited Adam and Eve to sin in order to be able to redeem figik, 1999a, pp. 116-119 at p. 118).
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Therefore, the Christianity of today cannot be the cure for perversion, since it is itself
perverted. What is required is to dispose of this perverted core and recover the true,
authentic Christian message with its revolutionary potential embodied in its founding

gesture. To this we turn next.

2.4 The Jewish Context of Christianity

The first necessary step in removi@igristianity’s perverse core, Zizek argues, is to
fully grasp the distinctiveness of the Jewish context within which Pauline Christianity
arose. Just what Zizek means when he talks about the Jewish context is again a project
that he develops throughout his books pertaining to Christianity.

In the Fragile Absolut@andOn Belief Zizek attempts to ground his
understanding of Judaism in Freud’s Der Mann Moses und die monotheistische Religion
(1939). In this alternative account of the emergence of Jewish Monotheism, Freud
presents Moses as an Egyptian who adhered to the worship of Aton, the first recorded
monotheism. When the Pharaoh who had imposed Aton-worship was deposed, Moses
turned to the Jewish slaves and led them out of Egypt in the hope of perpetuating the
religion of Aton. Moses proved to be a harsh leader, which eventually led to a rebellion
against him. The Jews killed him and did away with Aton worship. However, just as the
murdered primeval father ifotem und Tab{1913) was transformed into a
domineering internalised authority by his guilty sons, the murdered Moses returned in a
more fearsome and powerful form as Yahweh. Freud argues that Paul’s creation of
Christianity based on the death of Christ was an attempt to move beyond this primal

crime and the inherent guilt. Whereas the Jews and other religions are forever haunted
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by guilt for their act because they do not admit to committing it, Zizek concludes,
Christians achieve a kind of purification, or are at peace, because they openly admit to it
(Zizek, 2000b, p. 90).

It is in The Puppet and the DwaSubtraction, Jewish and Christian’, 2003, pp.
122-143) that Zizek for the first time develops his own account of Jewish origins, which
becomes the basis for his most systematic stance on Christianity. Abandoning Freud’s
account, he instead focuses on the (unusual) figure of Job as the founder of the Jewish
religion'® The choice of this Old Testament figure is due to his representation of doubt
or questioning of the symbolic Order, which, Zizek argues, is the absolutely necessary
first step toward revolutionary change:

What makes the Book of Job so provocative is not simply the presence of

multiple perspectives without a clear resolution (the fact that Job’s

suffering involves a different perspective than that of religious reliance

on God); Job’s perplexity stems from the fact that he experiences God as

an impenetrable Thing; he is uncertain what He wants from him in

inflicting the ordeals to which he is submitted, and, consequently, he

Job—is unable to ascertain how he fits in the overall divine order, unable

to recognise his place in(ifizek, 2003, p. 124).

Zizek’s understanding of Job is adopted from G. K. Chesterton’s philosophical essay

The Book of Job: An Introductiofl916) with particular interest in the commentary’s
emphasis that thBook of Jobdoes not provide a satisfactory answer to why Job suffers,
why God tests Job or why God refuses to explain His design. It is with reference to the
latter that Chesterton remark$he refusal of God to explain His design is itself a

burning hint of His design. The riddles of God are more satisfying than the solutions of

man’ (ibid.). In ZiZek’s words, when God is confronted with the suffering of Job, ‘he

119 Qee also Zizek’s ‘A Meditation on Michelangelo’s Christ on the Crosdgn Davisetal. (2010a), pp.
176-179.
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resolves the riddle by supplanting it with an even more radical riddle, by redoubling the
riddle, by transposing the riddle from Job’s mind into the thing itself — he comes to
share Job’s astonishment at the chaotic madness of the created universe’ (Zizek, 2009a,
p. 48). What occurs is a Hegelian transposing of epistemological limitation into an
ontological fault (cf, Zizek, 2003, p. 55): God himself is astonished. It is through this
dialectical transition that God or the big Other as the constitutive exception,
Chesterton’s or actually existing Christianity’s perversion of conditional joy, is
overcome:
God is here no longer the miraculous exception that guarantees the
normality of the universe, the unexplainable X who enables us to explain
everything else; he is, on the contrary, himself overwhelmed by the
overflowing miracle of his Creation. Upon a closer look, there is nothing
normal in our universe— everything, every small thing that is, is a
miraculous exception; viewed from a proper perspective, every normal
thing is a monstrositgZizek and Milbank, 2009, p. 50).
Cf. with Chesterton:
To startle man, God becomes for an instant a blasphemer; one might
almost say that God becomes for an instant an atheist. He unrolls before
Job a long panorama of created things, the horse, the eagle, the raven, the
wild ass, the peacock, the ostrich, the crocodile. He so describes each of
them that it sounds like a monster walking in the sun. The whole is a sort
of psalm or rhapsody of the sense of wonder. The maker of all things is
astonished at the things he has Himself made (Chesteron, 1917, xxiii).
When God appears at the end of the book, Zizek argues, he doesn’t provide an answer
to Job’s questions, but ‘acts like someone caught in a moment of impotence — or at the
very least, weaknessand tries to escape his predicament by empty boasting’ (Zizek,
2003, p. 125). It was Job, the revolutionary ideal, who brought God to this point of

confusion and seeming bewilderment by His own creation, with his relentless

guestioning. He is the archetypal figure of someone resisting meaning. Certainly, this is
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very different to the traditional understanding of Job as a patient sufferer with a firm
belief in God. Nonetheless, Zizek argues that the book is an exemplary case of the
critique of ideology in human history. The book dismisses any attempt of legitimising
suffering, represented by Job’s ‘comforting” friends,?° against whom God himself takes
Job’s side (Job 42:7-9). Zizek goes on to point out that what is most interesting is Job’s
silence after God speak%.He does not continue with an open declaration that God has
failed him, but remains silent. AccordingZiek, this is

neitherbecause he was crushed by God’s overwhelming presence, nor

because he wanted thereby to indicate his continuous resistance, that is,

the fact that God avoided answering Job’s question, but because in a

gesture of silent solidarity, he perceived the divine impotence. God is

neither just nor unjust, simply impotent. What Job suddenly understood

was that it was not him, but God himself, who was actually on trial in

Job’s calamities, and He failed the test miserably (2003, pp. 126-127).
In a way, Zizek argues, Job’s silence also indicates that the Jewish community still

persists with something analogous to the superego structurettough God’s

omnipotence is discredited, Jews still continue to engage in ritual practices as if nothing

120 7i7ek compares the three friends and their insistence on inscription ofrgearthe three doctors in
Freud’s account of a dream in which he examines his patient Irma’s thrat: ‘The structure here is exactly
the same as that of Freud’s dream of Irma’s injection, which begins with a conversation between Freud
and his patient Irma about the failure of her treatment due to an infectaémjécthe course of the
conversation, Freud gets closer to her, approaches her face and Igpkgaber mouth, confronting the
horrible sight of the livid red flesh. At this point of unbearable hotheratmosphere of the dream
changes, the horror all of a sudden lapses into comedy: three doctors, Freud’s friends, appear and, in
ridiculous pseudo-professional jargonpmerate multiple (and mutually exclusive) reasons why Irma’s
poisoning by the infected injection was nobody’s fault (there was no injection, the injection was clean...).

So there is first a traumatic encounter (the sight of the raw flesh of Irma’s throat), which is followed by

the sudden change into comedy, into the exchange between three riditadtars which enables the
dreamer to avoid the encounter with the real trauma. The function thirégedoctors is the same as that
of the three theological friends in the story of Job: to obfuscate frectrof the trauma with a symbolic
semblance’ (Zizek, 2009a, p. 53).

121 7i7ek simply ignores Job’s response to God in 42:1-6, where Job admits that he was wrong and God
was right. No doubt, he could argue that Job’s reply is in a sense part of Job’s subsequent decision to keep
the status quo. Still, he is quick to notice vers@sagarding Job’s friends. Chesterton certainly doesn't
understand God as silebut as rebuking not only Job’s comforters, but also Jetthe accuser: ‘God
rebukes alike the man who accused and the men whoddéfHim.” See Chesterton, The Book of Job
http://www.chesterton.org/introductidn-job/. The convenient omission of Job’s response is an example

of Zizek’s liberal treatment of the biblical text.
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happened, in order to conceal God’s impotence (ibid., p. 129). More importantly, along

the line of Marx, it is not only ritual practices but the observation of the Jewish Law,
with its dimension of divine justice, which legitimises any temporary injustices. The
Jewish Law stands as the prime example of the ideological fantasy. In fact, this is what
leads Zizek to contend inThe Parallax Viewhat ‘the proclamation of the Decalogue is

not the normal case of ideological interpolation: The Decalogue is precisely a law
deprivedof the obscene fantasmatic support’ (Zizek, 2006b, p. 427). It is therefore

imperative that any attempt to escape from the perverse logic of the obscene superego

supplement start here.

2.5 Christianity’s Subversive Element

Only with an understanding of its Jewish context, Zizek argues, can Paul’s

revolutionary gesture be properly understood. Actually, in opposition to Nietzsche, who
understands Paul as power-hungry and filled with hatred and desire for revenge against
the Jewish Law (Nietzsche, 1942, pp.439; Zizek understands Paul as a Jew, rather

than a convert?? From this perspective, Paul did not abandon the Jewish position, but
did something with and within the Jewish position itself. What Paul did was to bring
about a subversive new understanding of the Law, which was otherwise an obstacle to
the Gentiles (Zizek, 2003, pp. 92-121). In explaining how Paul manages to do this,

Zizek echoes Freud’s basic scheme of the relationship between Judaism and

Christianity, namely, his contention that Paul founds Christianity by revealing what

122 Judaism is thus in a dialectical relationship to Christianity: Without Judaisnidfémtifying and
remaining faithful to the fantasmatic kernel, Christianity would not have &lele to identify with it and
show it to be empty. Without the Jewish community constituted as ain ethmainder, Paul would not
have been able to claim that the whole of humanity is a remainder.
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Judaism kept hidden. Yet where Freud views Christ as a repetition of Moses, Zizek
views him as a repetition of Job.

However, Christ’s repetition of Job is not just a simple repetition, but a
radicalisation. In other words, Christ brings the act of Job to its conclusion. Job, who
out of solidarity chooses to remain silent upon discovering God’s impotence, in this
way maintains the logic of the subject supposed to believe, keeping up appearances for
the sake of the big Other. This big Other is no longer God, but the human public in
general. Christ, however, breaks this cycle of the subject supposed to believe through
his cry of dereliction on the Cross (Matthew 27:45-46), which, because he is the
Incarnation of God, represents more than just a cry of anguish and péirclas
explains:‘Christ’s words on the Cross*“Father:?® why have you forsaken mig2- in
this moment of total abandonment, the subject experiences and fully assumes the
inexistence of the big Other’ (2002b, p. 180). Because Christ himself is God, this is
rather a proclamation of judgement: where there is supposed to be God, there is
nothing. There is no objective meaning in history and no big Other who guarantees the
happy outcome of our lives and deeds. What is more, ‘the impotent God who failed in
creation’ is the split Absolute subject: ‘the traumatic experience of God is also the
enigmafor God himself- our failure to comprehend God is what Hegel called a

“reflexive determinatiohof the divine selfimitation’ (Zizek, 2001b, pp. 132-133). By

123 Thjs is another example of Zizek’s liberal treatment of the biblical text. In his quotation of Christ’s cry
of dereliction in Matthew 27:486, Zizek replaces ‘eloi — God’ with “Father,” thus bringing it into a
smoother compatibility with Lacan and Freud’s role of the father in psychoanalysis. Pound contends, in
my opinion rightly, that in this way ZiZek conflates two distinct events: Christ’s forsakenness by ‘God’ in
Matthewand his committal to the ‘Father’ in Luke 23:46. The result is of course that abandonment has
the last word. See Pound (2008). 4849. Thus Zizek’s ‘error’ is indeed intentional, like his selectivity.

112



borrowing Chesterton’s words, Zizek claims that on the Cross, ‘God seemed for an
instant tobe an atheist’ (Zizek, 2003, p. 14).

Theologically speaking, Zizek’s understanding of the death of God himself on
the Cross is along the lines of Philippians-2Christ empties himself in a kenotic way,
and in this way enables or brings about a gap (Zizek, 2003, p. 26; 2010c, p. 118). In this
sense the Christian God of kenosis is the actualised difference in that he himself is the
very person who provokes the question of whether he is stilt&ddhis kenosis in its
radicality as self-sacrifice of God is enabled by the fact that Christ is God. While the
God of the Oldl'estament is still ‘the real thing of beyond’, the divine dimension of
Christ is ‘just a tiny grimace, an imperceptible shade, which differentiates him from
other (ordinary) humans.’ In that sense Christ is ““the Thing itself, or, more accurately,
“the Thing itself is nothing but the rupture/gap that makes Christ not fully human’
(Zizek, 2001c, p. 101).

According to Zizek, this theme of the death of God still constitutes a challenge
today, and for reasons which are indeed consistent with the critique of the perverse core
of the actually existing Christianity that he presentsha Puppet and the Dwarf
(2003). As he sees it, the very concept of Trinity or the triune God leads not only to
monotheism, but also ultimately to atheism. The importance of the belief that God
himself dies on the Cross is displayed in the early church history, with Tertullian, who
held that the true Christian belief is that God himself died and yet lives eternally, and

also during the Aryan controversy and against Apollinarian circles, when Athanasius

124 7i7ek probably derives this understanding of kenosis from Chesterton. The concept appears also in
Gianni Vattimo’s integration of the concept of the death of God in ‘the God who is Dead’ (Vattimo, 2002,
pp. 1124).
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insisted that it was God himself who was crucified (Tertullian’s Adversus Marcionem
cited in Jungel, 1977, p. 853 However, any discussion of or reference to the crucified
God loses the edge where Athanasius claims that Christ did not suffer in his divinity,
but in his flesh for us (Athanasius’ Contra Arianoscited in Jungel, 1977, p. 86).
Afterwards the theological discussion of the death of God subsides and only re-emerges
in late nineteenth and twentieth century. As a reShdiday, two thousand years later,
this death of God is still an enigma: how to read it outside the pagan-mythic topic of
divine sacrifice or the legalistic topic of exchange (payment for sins)?’ (Zizek 2009a, p.
39). Zizek’s understanding of the Cross here is fully Hegelian in that the infinite pain of
the loss or death of God is sublimated in God himself, ‘as amoment of the supreme
Idea’:
God himself is dead [.], purely as a moment of the supreme Idea, the
pure concept must give philosophical existence to what used to be either
the moral precept that we must sacrifice the empirical Being, or the
concept of formal abstraction, to re-establish the idea of absolute freedom
and along with it the absolute passion (as in suffering), the speculative
Good Friday in place of the historic Good Friday, to speculatively re-
establish Good Friday in the whole truth and harshness of its godiessne
(Hegel, 1983, p. 134y
This re-establishment of the Good Friday in‘w#ole truth and harshness of its
godlessnessZizek argues, is the potential (if read properly) of Chesterton’s non-

perverse reading of the death of God. Indeed, Zizek’s claim is even that it was

‘Chesterton, who thought through the notion of the “death of Godto its radical

125The examples of Tertullian and Athanasius are here mentioned only to illtiséraeent or
importance which a theoretical understanding of the Cross in Chrigtiestoccupied.

126 This is my altered translation of a quote from Hegel’s ‘Glauben und Wissen oder die
Reflexionsphilosophie der Subjektivitat, in der Vollstandigkeit ihrer formen, alfs€ae, Jakobische
und Fichtesche Philoghie’ (Hegel, 1983, pp. 273-287). It differs somewhat from the Cerf and Harris
translation (Hegel, 1977, pp. 1904) in order to preserve the clarity and main point of Hegel’s thought
here.
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conclusion: only in Christianity God himself has to go through atheism’ (Zizek, 2009a,
p- 39). The fact that God in Chesterton’s reading is a suffering God means first of all
that God is involved with his creation, indeed involved in the suffering:

The insight into the speculative identity of Good and Evil, the notion of

God’s two sides, peaceful harmony and destructive rage, the claim that,

in fighting Evil, the good God is fighting himself (an internal struggle), is

still the (highest) pagan insight. It is only the third feature, the suffering

God, whose sudden emergence resolves this tension of God’s two faces,

that brings us to Christianity: what paganism cannot imagine is such a

suffering GodZizek, 2009a, pp. 47-48).

Since it is God himself who dies on the Cross, this reading of the event prevents any
attempt at resurrection of God as the big Other, perversion. In contrast to the standard
form of atheism, where ‘God dies for men who stop believing in him; in Christianity,

God dies for mself’ (Zizek, 2003, p. 15). Since God did not die for us, but for himself,

this precludes a sacrificial reading of his death.

This non-perverse God who dies for himself is a God who refuses to guarantee

the meaning of our reality, a God who is no longer above or beyond, but engaged in this
reality, as in his answer fob and in Christ’s cry on the Cross. In a long comment on
Job in one of his conversations with Glyn Daly, Zizek gives the following elaboration:
‘[T]he moment you accept suffering as sdieg that doesn’t have a deeper meaning, it
means that we can change it; fight against it. This is the zero level of critique of
ideology— when you don’t read meaning into it’ (Zizek and Daly, 2004, p. 161). Zizek
is quick to reply to any objection under the umbrella of the inscrutabfliGod’s ways
by recalling 8b’s lesson:

The legacy of Job precludes such a gesture of taking a refuge in the

standard transcendent figure of God as a secret Master who knows the

meaning of what appears to us to be a meaningless catastrophe, the God
who sees the entire picture in which what we perceive as a stain
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contributes to global harmony. [...] Christ’s death on the Cross thus

means that we should immediately ditch the notion of God as a
transcendent caretaker who guarantees the happy outcome of our acts,
the guarantee of historical teleolog¥hrist’s death on the Cross is the

death of thisGod, it repeats Job’s stance, it refuses any ‘deeper meaning’

that obfuscates the brutal reality of historical catastrogkigsk and
Milbank, 2009, pp. 54-55).

If God is dead not just for us but for himself, then what does Zizek do with the biblical

account of the resurrection? Does he ignore it or dismiss it in order to avoid resurrecting
God as absolute? As explainedrime Monstrosity of Chrishe reads it in a Hegelian

way, insistingthat ‘Crucifixion and Resurrection [...] should be perceived not as two
consecutive events, but agpurely formal parallax shift on one and the s&wvent

Crucifixion is Resurrection- to seeliis, one has only to include oneself in the picture’

(ibid., p. 291). He goes further by saying that this is not a Hegelian reading, but Pauline,
since it was the Apostle who re-read the death of Christ as a triumph:

Let us take the case of Saint Paul, whose rereading of the death of
Christ gave Christianity its definitive contours. He did not add any new
content to the already-existing dogmaall he did was to remark as the
greatest triumph, as the fulfilment of Christ's supreme mission
(reconciliation of God with mankind), what was before experienced as
traumatic loss (the defeat of Christ's mundane mission, his infamous
death on the Cross). Here we encounter again the fundamental Hegelian
motif: ‘reconciliation’ does not convey any kind of miraculous healing of

the wound of scission, it consists solely in a reversal of perspective by
means of which we perceive how the scission is in itself already
reconciliation- how, for example, Christ's defeat and infamous death are
already in themselves reconciliat. To accomplish ‘reconciliation’ we

do not have to ‘overcome’ the scission, we just have to re-mark it (1991a,

p. 78)%7

127 This explains the subtitle of Zizek’s essay in Paul Among the Philosopher&rom Job to Christ: A
Paulinian reading of Chesterton’ (Zizek in Caputo et al, pp. 39-58).
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2.6 Dialectial Materialism

This proclamation of God’s impotence in Christ’s cry of dereliction, Zizek argues,
marks the emergence of materialism and explains his insistence at the (previously
mentioned) start ofhe Puppet and the Dwattfat in order to become a dialectical
materialst one should go through the Christian experience (Zizek, 2003, p. 6). The
Christ-event reveals not only the nonexistence of the big Other, but opens up the space
for thinking abouits implications (Ziiek and Milbank, 2009, p. 287), that is the
inconsistency and contingency of reality itself (2006b, p. 79). The event not only reveals
that there is nothing but material reality, but also that this material reality is itself
inconsistent and incomplete. Without this experience, for example, the religieus cor
survives in humanism, even up to Stalinism with its belief in history as the big Other
that decides on the objective meaning of our deeds. In a 2008 Lecture at Vanderbilt
University entitled ‘Between Fear and Trembling: On Why Only Atheists Can Believe’
(Zizek, 2008a), Zizek gives the example of many communist cadre who committed
suicide when Stalinism was renounced in Russia. The reason for that, Zizek argues, was
not that they were unaware of the atrocities that were committed (quite the opposite),
but the fact that there was now no historical big Other to justify it. Without the Christian
experience the big Other remains. Zizek’s description of a true dialectical materialist as
one who necessarily goes through the Christian experience, indicates clearly that the
Christian experience itself is not dispensable. In other words, only Christianity has the
ability to become genuinely materialistic.

This was again confirmed @he Actuality of the Theologico-Political

Conferenceat the Birkbeck Institute, hast by Zizek himself, who, to Eric Santner’s
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question of why the persistent turning to Christianity, replied that without the
theological critique of ideology fails. ‘The old syntagm, the ‘theologico-political,’
acquires new relevance here: it is not only that every politics is grounded in a
‘theological’ view of reality, it is also that every theology is inherently political, an
ideology of a new collective space’ (Zizek, 2010c, p. 119).

Zizek claims that genuine materialism and Christian theology mutually
presuppose each other; therefore the role of theology in his work cannot be reduced to
the status of an illustration or a passing fad, and neither can it be dismissed as a purely
negative concern. The latter seems tohbenderstanding of Zizek’s engagement with
theology by John D. Caputo. In his reviewTole Monstrosity of Christhe expresses
doubts abouFizek’s sincerity and guesses that his true intent is to undermine Christian
belief in God:

We all know that ZiZek can very well make his main case with no

mention of Christ at all, that he can use the seminars of Lacan, the films

of Alfred Hitchcock or the novels of Stephen King just as well. His

whole point, as he says elsewhere, is subversive: to build a Trojan-horse

theology, to slip the nose of a more radical materialism under the Pauline

tent of theology in order to announce the death of Gofd He discusses

Christian doctrines like the Trinity, the Incarnation and the Crucifixion,

the way an analyst talks with a patient who thinks there is a snake under

his bed, trying patiently to heal the patient by going along with the

patient’s illusions until the patient is led to see the illusion (Caputo,

2009).

However, Caputo’s understanding of ZiZek acting like an analyst showing that God is
dead isincorrect by not being radical enough, since for Zizek God himself is the analyst

showing that he is dead. Far from ZiZek insincerely subverting belief, he rather

sincerely engages the essence of Christian belief: a God who suffers and dies.
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Schelling’s Die Weltalter(1946), discussed previously in 1.2.3,is4or Zizek the
founding text of dialectical materialism, not despite its theological content, but precisely
because of it:

The point is not to reject what is not true in Schelling, the false

(‘obscurantist,” ‘theosophico-mythological’) shell of his system, in order

to attain its kernel of truth; its truth, rather, is inextricably linked to what,

from our contemporary perspective, cannot but appear as blatantly ‘not

true,” so that every attempt to discard the part or aspect considered ‘not

true’ inevitably entails the loss of the truth itself [...] (Zizek, 1996, p. 7)
Indeed, Christianity is the prerequisite of the critique of ideology. This critique is
inherently Christian in and of its experience and is itself articulated in theological terms
and continues to address core theological issues. This is sEes Rarallax Viewin
which ZiZek not only carries forward the major conclusions concerning Christianity
reached in his earlier works, but expresses new developments of ideological critique in
theological terms (2006b, pp. 68-123). It is through explicit discussions of theological
terms that notions such as the reality of human freedom are introduced. Such notions,
which possess a symbolic authority, are then grounded in the material, the physical. He
does this by engaging with the sciences, such as cognitive science, quantum mechanics
and evolutionary theord?®In this way, Zizek does not end up affirming the
metaphysical concept of God, but replaces an outdated and instinctive metaphysical
system with a materialistic model, which can make sense of the latest science and

simultaneously does justice to the experience of human freedom. Dialectical

materialism is thus a non-reductive type of materialism, which does not claim that

128 gee also Zizek (1996, p. 230, where Zizek uses quantum physics to provide a scientific grounding for
the idea that the realm déterministic physical law is ‘non-all’. Thus human subjectivity emerges out of
the order of determinism in a dialectic manner.
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‘everything is matter’, but instead confers upon ‘immaterial phenomena a specific
positive nonbeing’ (2006b, p. 168).

At the same time, this type of materialism is not simply non-reductive, i.e. it
does not merely posit non-material beings. Instead it is truly dialectaafjyghoben
[sublated}?®in that the autonomous symbolic level of reality is necessarily grounded in
the contradictory material level (Zizek, 1996, p. 74). In his treatment of the
understanding of the dh of Christ described above, Zizek therefore proposes that the
proper understanding is only that which grounds the symbolic in the maténal
understanding that exposes the human subject as self-legislating, without a divine
master. God thus functions as the ultimate ethical agency putting the burden on
humanity to organise itself. lPaul’s New Moment, Zizek thus concludes: This is why
| — precisely as a radical leftistthink that Christianity is far too precious a thing to
leave to conservative fundamentalists. We should fight for it. Our message should not
be,“You can have it, but“No, it’s ours. You are kidnapping it” (Zizek, 2010a, p.

181). Therefore, Zizek’s dialectical materialism is properly theological materialism.
2.7 A theological overcoming of the constitutive exception

In On Belief(2001b),Zizek fully spells out the import of Christianity’s overcoming of
the constitutive exception for his political thought, which takes on the form of
Leninism, and by this providing a full reply taifBer’s accusation of the political
impotency of his psychoanalytic thought. On the last pages of the book, Zizek is clear:
Here enters the ‘good news’ of Christianity: the miracle of faith is that it
IS possible to traverse the fantasy, to undo this founding decision, to start

one’s life all over again, from the zero point — in short, to change Eternity
itself (what we ‘always—already are’). Ultimately, the ‘rebirth’ of which

129 One is only defined in relation to the other and incorporates the other infto itsel
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Christianity speaks (when one joins the community of believers, one is
born again) is the name for such a new Beginninid.( p. 148).

It is important to observe the change of language that occurs away from Lacanian
terminology in this passage. Instead, it leans heavily on theological terminology, which
enables a political a¢e® At the end of the book Lacan subsides and we instead find
references to Sgren Kierkegaard, Karl Marx, Evelyn Waugh, Berthold Brecht, Friedrich
Wilhelm Joseph von Schelling and Vladimir Lenin. It is Lenin, with his absolute
commitment to the revolutionary cause and the suspension of ethics in its name, who is
a repetition of the paradigmatic Christ-event, and who changed the coordinates of the
liberal-capitalist world ordeiilfid., p. 114)**! Lenin’s advocation of actual freedom,
representing the ability to step outside or transcend the particular context in question, as
opposed to formal freedom, where the freedom is only apparent and its boundaries are
in fact set by a certain situation, is thus the choice to change the very coordinates of that
situation. lenin’s actual vs. formal freedom is thus of the same order as Christianity’s
possibility of a thoroughly new beginning, and Roland Boer is certainly right when he
extrapolates that Zizek’s deliberation of Lenin’s actual vs. formal freedom is a Leninist
formulation not only oBadiou’s Being and the event, but first and foremost of law and

grace in Paul’s theology (Boer, 2009, p. 112). While there are frequent references to

130 A little earlier Zizek actually invokes the term ‘miracle’, quoting Lenin’s contention thatin some
respects, a revolution is a mirac(izek, 2001k p. 84).

131 7izek actually compares Lenin as a revolutionary figure to Paul and Christ to Marx, although he is not
the first to do se- Badiou doesoas well. See Badio2003, p. 2 cf. Zizek (2000b) p. 2. Of course,
Zizek's Lenin is the Lenin of the revolutionary moment from April to October 1917 (not the earlier or

later one). He is presented as the purest historical example of an evental subjegs Wad the courage
to act without the sanction of the big Other. Boucher and Sharpe critique Zizek that this image of Lenin is
not actual, complete or true. See ‘Repeating Lenin, an Infantile Disorder?” in Sharpe and Boucher (2010),
pp. 225228 Like his reply to accusations of supersessionism, which | elaboraie.ti Zizek is well
aware that there are more controversial aspects to Lenin, but he refreshscthe potentiality of Lenin
to that contentious figure.
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Lacan inOn Belief the main points of Christian theology are no longer interpreted b
means of his categories, but by Lenin, in the company of whom theology articulates key

political points.

2.7.1 Militant politics of external and contingentGrace
One such example is Zizek’s theological articulation that Lenin’s actual freedom, or
Badiau’s event, or Christianity’s act of a thoroughly new beginning, is onlya
possibility of something new; it is not ensured. This point is very important and
deserving a quote from Zizek:

By taking upon himself all the Sins and then, through his death, paying

for them, Christ opens up the way for the redemption of humanity

however, by his death, people are not directly redeemed, but given the

POSSIBILITY of redemption, of getting rid of the excess. This

distinction is crucial: Christ does NOT do our work for us, he does not

pay our debt, he ‘merely” GIVES US A CHANCE — with his death, he

asserts OUR freedom and responsibility, i.e. he ‘merely’ opens up the

possibility, for us, to redeem ourselves through the ‘leap into faith,’ i.e.

by way of choosing to ‘live in Christ’ — in imitatio Christi, we REPEAT

Christ’s gesture of freely assuming the excess of Life, instead of

projecting/displacing it onto some figure of the Other (2001b, p. 105).
As already noted)n Beliefis saturated with theological language, but in relation to this
quote one term is deserving of special mentigrace (ibid., pp. 15). Zizek
understands grace as the unexpected, unpredictable revolutionary moment, which
arrives from the outside. Theologically speaking, grace concerns salvation, which
cannot be earned or deserved, but is rather given by God as a pure externality and
contingency, to use Zizek’s terminology.

While God is an entirely different matter for Zizek, he does stress the analogous

impossibility of predicting revolution, thus maintaining the externality of grace. Even if
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one assesses the social and political situation, it is impossible to predict how, when, or
even why the revolution will occdf? In this context of Zizek, God stands for the

radically unexpected. Thus we séigek developing a materialist theology of grace as

external, unexpected and beyond human agency, which appears as fore-ordained only
after it was received, all in order to explain that a suspension of political coordinates
appears as leading up to it and inevitable only after it occurs. When Paul announces the
Messiah and thereby brings about a revolution against the existing symbolic order of
Judaism and Hellenism, this is not an externalisation of an internal event, but an event
whose Truth only becomes evident or revealed afterwards. Zizek’s theory of a political

act seeks to promote or give courage to the promotion of political alternatives. These,
however, are unimaginable or we can say no more about them, but as soon we enter the
domain of this political act, it becomes cognitively accessible and allows us to
experience a truly new communality.

For Zizek, it seems, theology forms one of the most complex ways of speaking
about radical political change. Moreoyas Boer points out, his militant politic ‘is an
inescapably radical and revolutionahgologicaldoctrine’ (Boer, 2009, p. 376).

Theology is political and the political is theological; therefore, political theology is not
only possible, but necessary (Zizek, 2010c, pp. 118-119). The attempt to think

politically, without religious categories;as a failure, Zizek argues, and contends that

today’s political thought has been turned into an ethics and a legal philosophy. The

business of politics is supposed to promote moral values and ethical policies which are

reached either through a discursive will formation (humanitarianism, freedom etc.) or

132 Thus for example the Arab Spring, a surge of collective action thoaigNorth Africa and the Middle
East, was unpredictable and indeed unpredicted.
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through the language of rights (original positions, striking a balance between individual
rights and community goods, rights as trumps etc.). Theology can help to revive the
political, to re-politicize politics, by constructing new political subjects who break out

of the ethico-legal entanglement and ground a alective space. Zizek concludes:
‘Paraphrasing Kierkegaard, one can say that what we need today is a theologico-

political suspension of the ethidegal’ (ibid., p. 119). It is to Zizek’s appropriation of

Kierkegaard that we now turn.

2.7.2Zi%ek’s Atonement: An act of madness that suspends the law

Zizek’s doctrine of atonement is in stark contrast to the four dominant traditional
atonement models. He points out the problems of all foDidrSomebody Say
Totalitarianism?22001d, pp. 45-59) as follow$he ransom theorig riddled with the
problem of who the price was paid-taf it was Satan, then God and Satan are in a way
partners in exchange, whereas, if it was God, then why exactly did God exact this
sacrifice? Zizek dismisses the psychological readinghrough which Christ’s sacrifice
relieves our guilt and shows God’s care for us, as an explanation through a
psychological mechanism, rather than in theological tefimslegalistic readings
flawed because of its inference that God is somehow compelled to comply with a
legalistic framework. After all, God is the Creator of the world, not part of it. Why
doesn’t he directly forgive humanity? Lastly, the edifying-religious moral reading
which asserts that not only forgivenéss also Christ’s death elicits our compassion

and desire to transform ourselves, is marred by a perverse logic: in the Garden of Eden
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God places humanity in trouble, in order to be able to prove his devotion to them by
later saving them. Instead, Zizek argues:

Christ’s sacrifice, with its paradoxical structure (it is the very person

against whom we humans have sinned, whose trust we have betrayed,

who atones and pays the prices for our sins), suspends the logic of sin

and punishment, of legal or ethicatribution, of ‘settling accounts,’ by

bringing it to the point of self-relatingpfd., pp. 49-50).
Christ is the selfvilled victim who, despite Peter’s protestations, freely gives himself
over to the chief priests. His death thus performs a psychoanalytic cut, by introducing a
moment of madness and suspending the Law or social convention. Far from mediation
between God and the world in the traditional sense, Christ iatlighing mediatqr
whose death is the death of God as the big Other or the constitutive exception (Zizek,
2010a). The atonement is thus best understood as a break, a cut or trauma, in the sense
that Christ traumatises the Jewish Law and the systems of retributive justice by
committing a senseless act not circumscribed by social convédtibiis in The
Fragile Absolutehat Zizek begins to spell out Christianity’s breaking out of the logic
of constitutive exception, of the vicious cycle of law and sin (2000b, pp. 133, 135, 143),
culminating in the following passage:

What if the split between the symbolic Law and the obscene shadowy

supplement of excessive violence that sustains it is not the ultimate

horizon of our experience? What if this entanglement of Law and its

spectral double is precisely what, in the famous passage from Romans 7:

7, Saint Paul denounces as that which the intervention of the Christian

agape (love as charity) enables us to leave behind? What if the Pauline

agape, the move beyond the mutual implication of Law and sin, is not the

step towards the full symbolic integration of the particularity of Sin into

the universal domain of the Law, but its exact opposite, the unheard-of

gesture of leaving behind the domain of the Law itself, of ‘dying to the
Law’, as Saint Paul put it (Romans 7:5)? In other words, what if the

133 7izek therefore sees Christ as an example of the death drive — bringing into focus the desire for death
in his relentless pursuit of Calvary. It is this desire for death that upsestsdioesymbolic Zizek, 2001kQ
pp. 107110.
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Christian wager is not Redemption in the sense of the possibility for the

domain of the universal Law retroactively‘gublaté, integrate, pacify,

erase- its traumatic origins, but something radically different, the cut

into the Gordian knot of the vicious cycle of Law and its founding

Transgression?kid., pp. 99-100)
This is the ‘Christian experience’ to which Zizek refers as necessary in order to become
a true dialectical materialist, the recognition or realisation that Christ stands for a break
with all totalities and cosmic schemes. Instead of the indiscriminate, postmodern talk
about differences, Christ divides between good and bad in accordance with the Gospel,
saying: ‘Do you suppose that I came to bring peace on earth? | tell you, no, but rather
division’ (Luke 12:51).

God’s self-abandonment on the Cross is already uphekbmThey Know Not
as the ultimate example of a dialectical negation of negation, a change in perspective
that transforms an apparent defeat into victory (1991a, p. 29). Using theological
language, Zizek calls this triumph the resurrection, but interprets it in a non-traditional
way** His interpretation is in line with Hegel, for whom the death of God in Christ
represents the giving over of God’s self to the world, whereas his resurrection was and
is in the community® It is identical with the advent of the Holy Spirit, as the bond of
the new community foundeth Christ’s revelation on the Cross. Thereby, in a

dialectical reasoning, the Holy Spirit is the immediate consequence of the crucifixion, or

the public revelation that the big Other does not éXistizek states that ‘from the

134 For how this non-literiaresurrection functions, see ‘Paul and the Truth Event’ (Zizek in Davis et al,
2010b, pp87-92).

135 The move from religion to politics by the Young Hegelians that was to folad that was in a way
more obviously critical of religion, was thus traced out already by Hegeh iSithe case dbas Leben
Jesu(1864), in which David Straussamined the representation of Jesus’s life in terms of an elaborate
understanding of myth, in which the incarnation of the Logas mot solely limited to Jesus, but was
through him distributed among the multiplicity of individuals

136 |n a recent interview/Zizek and Dupuy: Religion, Secularism, and Political Belongiriggiven

together with JeaRierre Dupuy, Zizek, after delivering an account of his understating of the resurrection,
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Christian standpoint, praising Christthe act of accusing God-tirather’ (Zizek,
2010c, p. 115). In other words, it is an embodiment of the negativity ofrthe. Zizek
describes this with reference to Matthew 18:#0r where two or three gather in my
name, there am I with them’, but departs from the original by interpreting it as ‘“When
there will be love between two of you, I will be there’ (Zizek, 2013b, p. 177). The
Christian community is thus, like the Jewish community, bound together by solidarity
with the impotence of God as the big Other. What distinguishes the Christian
community is its dispensing with the Jewish secret:
The secret to which the Jews remain faithful is the horror of the divine
impotence- and it is this secret that is revealed in Christianity. This is

why Christianity could only occur after Judaism: it reveals the horror first
confronted by the Jews (2003, p. 129).

2.7.2.1Interim Thought: ZiZek’s account of religion and Eurocentrism

In his analysis and understanding of religiditek has to some extent re-appropriated

Hegel’s problematic'®” model of religion. The latter aimed to develop a general theory

of religion by employing an evolutionary model, present in tHea@l 19' century.

This model denotes a movement from simple to complex, primitive to modern, and

from African, Aboriginal Australian or Native American to European religion. It thus
displays its problematic character of the then actual Eurocentrism and Imperialism,
where the pagan forms of religion are superseded by the monotheism of Judaism, which
in turn is superseded by Christianityhe ultimate stage of the model. Hegel lists the

religions in the following order of ascending rank: magic (fetishism, animism,

explains or rather defends it by saying: ‘Maybe my reading of the resurrection is too simplistic, but it is
my reading!” (Zizek and Dupuy, 2014, 1t 44:2D

137 For examples of criticism of Hegel’s colonialist political philosophy displayed in his model of religion,
see Serequeberhan (1989), pp. 301-308, and Larrain (1991).
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primitivism), Buddhism, Lamaism, the State Religion of the Chinese Empire, Taoism,
Hinduism, Persian Religion, Egyptian Religion, Greek Religion, Jewish Religion,
Roman Religion and Christianity®

Zizek’s model of religion is also evolutionary as is clear from his Judeo-
Christian account above, where Jews are still faced with a God who is omnipotent and
wrathful; thus Judaism s religion of Anxiety’, whilst Christianity is the ‘religion of
love’ (Zizek, 2001b, p. 132).13%In The Fragile Absoluté2000b, pp. 96-98) the
movement is from Ancient pagan or pre-Judaic religions to Judaism and finally to
Christianity, which is the ultimate formnd Zizek describes religions other than
Christianity as pre-Christiarb{d., p. 95)}*° The model is not supposed to be all
inclusive (this explains the absence of Islameng others), for Zizek does not aim to
develop or present a general theory of religion, but instead wishes to present the
dialectical movement of historical thought todsfuncoupling’. Thus, agizek
elaborates i©n Belief(2001b, p. 106), the first in the series of uncoupling was the
Greek philosophical wondering, which was unplugged from the immersion of the
subject into the mythical universe. Second, Judaism unplugged from polytheism, and
finally, Christianity unplugged from one’s substantial community. Zizek does not
understand this movement as a simple linear succession, but rather as the sublation or

supersession of what went before. ‘Christianity [...] renounces this God of beyond, this

138 This is also the plan of hisrlesungen uiber die Philosophie der Religi®ee the contents pages of
Volume 16 (1969b) and 17 (1971).

139 7i7ek borrows the phrase from Augustine.

140 A similar evolutionary movement can be observed in his understaofiihg development of
Christianity: from Eastern Orthodoxy, to Roman Catholicism, araljito Protestantism. Of course, the
latter example is not temporal, but rather the dialectical shift from the univetbal particular, to the
singular.See Zizek and Milbank (2009), p. 28.
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real behind the curtain of the phenomena so that there is nothing there except an
imperceptible X that changes Christ, this ordinary man into God’ (ibid., p. 89).

This evolutionary account by ZiZek has attracted criticism and challenges to
distance himself from Hegel’s account. William D. Hart (2002, pp. 553-557), the
critical theorist of religion, for example, contends that evéiizgk does not fully
commit to Hegel’s model of religion, his own evolutionary account is still Eurocentric,
as it claims the superiority of Christianity. Hart argues that since the account is
constitutive of Zizek’s politics, the latter as well is Eurocentric (ibid., p. 556). To this
challenge Zizek responds that he is far from uncritically endorsing Christianity (Zizek,
2002c, p. 582). Furthermore, he openly admits to Eurocentrism, if the latter means
privileging the Judeo-Christian tradition or according it a special position:

Where are the concrete counterarguments? | make a series of claims

about the specificity of Judaism and Christiaritwhere am | wrong? ...

Do we find features that | attribute to Christianity in Buddhism or

Hinduism? Am | wrong in attributing these feature to Christianity? Or am

| wrong in asserting the emancipatory potentials of these featutves? (

p. 579)
Zizek is more than aware of Hegelian narrative as ideological legitimization of Western
colonialism, but it is wrong to stop there and overlook Hegel’s philosophy as providing
the ‘ultimate subversive intellectual tools that allow us to discern and question the very
Eurocentric colonialist bias’ (ibid., p. 580). By doinga, Hart reduces Hegel to a mere

racist ideologue of capitalist colonialism. Zizek thus flips the coin and turns the

postcolonial critique into a Eurocentric endeavour par excellence.

2.8 The True Community

This community of the Holy Spirit is a new form of sociality, which is formed and held
together through the revelation of the big Other’s impotence, but also replaces him in
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his abdication (Zizek, 2010c, pp. 371-375; 2014, p. 274). This new community is thus
established and organized upon the remainder, that which is left and could not be killed
on the Cros§Zizek, 2013a, p. 173.241 The experienced state of destitution thus
becomes a catalyst for change:

Paradoxically, the fall of this big Other. ]] is not the same as the

disappearance of beliefin a way, it opens up the space of an authentic

belief which sustains an act, a belief which is no longer transposed onto,

sustained, or covered by some figure of the big Other. In taking the risk

of an act, | fully assume the belief in myself, accepting that there is no

Other to believe for me, in my place. This is the properly Christian belief,

the message of God’s death: the Christian community of believers is

alone with its belief, freely assuming full responsibility for it, no longer

relying on a transcendental authority that would guarant@ezitk,

2010c, p. 134).
While destitution is here understood by Zizek as having a dimension of the terrifying, in
that it represents a realisation that man is utterly alone without the ideological support
of the big Other, it is at the same time a realisation of freedom. Forsakenness thus
enables a new form of community which is significantly characterised by two things: It
is a sociality that is trulyniversa] in that everyone can participate in it, and the
participation idirect, irrespective of their social status and positibid(, p. 120). In
the words of Paul: ‘There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there
is no male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus’ (Galatians 3:28). It is also the
first form of sociality without any hidden agendas, Zizek claims, for it is truly revealing
of the nothingness behind it (2000b, p. 139).

Because of that, it is a community which truly embraces differences. The death

of Christ, or God’s self-undermining, opens up the possibility of a collective of subjects

who are directly confronted with each other apart from the symbolic fiction imposed by

141 7izek is here using Eagleton’s exposition of the sacrament of the Eucharist (Eagleton, 2008, p. 272).
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the big Other. This kind of love, founded on the Real of the subject (2009b, p. 105), is
the opposite of sentimental love which idealises the other subject, in that it directly
identifies with its finitude and weakness. In other words, it is not simply a form of
liberal tolerance, which abstracts from differences, such as race, religion or gender, and
accords everyone a generic set of human rights. Christian¥Xek argues, goes
beyond that by loving people not in spite of their differences, or despite their
weaknesses, but loving them exactly for those traits. In this way it is an event or
moment of caring for people as they truly are. The maxim ‘God is love’ (1 John 4: 8)
should thus be read alongside ‘No one has ever seen God; but if we love one another,
God lives in us and his love is made complete in us’ (1 John 4:12):
And here love enters: the most radical moment of love is not the belief of
others which sustains the subject in its existence, but the sshjact
counter-gesture, the terrifyingly daring act of fully accepting that its very
existence depends on others, th&t put it in somewhat inappropriate
poetic terms- | am nothing but a figure in the dreamspace of an
inconsistent otheiZizek, 2014, pp. 274-275).
In order toelaborate the radical character of this Christian love, ZiZek turns to the
words of Jesus from Luke 14:26f anyone comes to me and does not hate his father

and his mother, his wife and his children, his brothers and sisy@s even his own

life — hecannot be my disciple’. For Zizek this verse embodies the ethical suspension

142 7izek is diverging from trend here by focusing on Christ, for it is usually Paul’s emphasis on love,

which becomes especialiyportant for materialist readings. Beginning perhaps with Jacob Taubes’

(1993, pp. 553) warning that Paul’s love is not to be understood as in any way sentimental, but as
ingredient to a rather clear-eyed political project. With reference to Ror8a8d.Q, Taubes supposes
that it is Paul rather than Jesus who is the decisive inventor of a love etlriotes that where Jesus is
said to have reduced the commandments to-tlewe of God and of neighbourPaul dispenses with the
first and emphasises bthe latter. Of course, Zizek does uphold Paul to Christ as a Lenin to Marx, but it

is important to note the engagement of Zizek with Christ and his teachings as a theological figure (just as
Paul), rather than a militant figure.
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achieved by the Cross (1999a, p. 1¥8)whereby the substance of social life is
renounced, in order for it to exist as such. Thus the verse is not read as a constitutive
exceptiam of the social order, but the very means of breaking from it. Here ‘love itself
enjoins us to'unplug’ from the organic community into which we were born’ (Zizek,

2014, p. 121). It is in the light of this love that Zizek reads Galatians 3:28 as a call for a

general universalism indifferent to social divisions.

2.8.1Zi%ek’s Kierkegaardian suspension of the ethical

The work of this love is that which suspends the ethical. In Chapter TWeeof

Parallax View(2006b, pp. 68-123Y.izck develops this suspension of the ethical

through a critical reading of Seren Kierkegaard’s interpretation of the story of

Abraham’s sacrifice of Isaac in Fear and Trembling2005). In the very moment when

the ethical becomes a temptation, Kierkegaard reflects, Abraham overcomes his own
ethical convictions and only by faith alone, outside worldly coordination, by telling no
one about this. In that very moment he assumes an almost higher position than God
himself— Abraham stands in an absolute relation to the Absolute, where ‘the ethical is
reduced to the relative’ (Kierkegaard, 2005, pp. 82-83). His behaviour appears absurd

he is willing to murder his own son, whom he treasures more than anything else.
Certainly, Kierkegaard is not concerned with putting the ethical in general under
question, but the scene presents an antagonism which cannot be overcome. Suddenly

the man of God and a murderer of a child appear in the same person. It is this very

1430f course, Zizek puts a political spin on this verse by explaining that it is about respect and otedien
towards superiors, while the original context is not so much about supeari@sdut familial ties.
Nevertheless, the basic logic of argumentation can stand. Tanistigr example of Zizek's symptomatic
attitude, where the text and theology do not necessarily match, as we havehse@exegesis of Job and
of Christ’s last words.
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antagonismas presented by Kierkegaard, which for Zizek demonstrates the tension of
the Christ-event and the subsequent truth-events.

Thus the radical and individualistic position observed by Kierkegaard in
Abraham’s inhumane and yet God-fearing belief becomes for Zizek an argumentative
vehicle which enables the thinking of a politicatiylitant subject. Zizek reads the
compelling of a higher necessity to betray the very ethical substanae’obeing as
the revolutionary compelling the subject (2001d, p. 14), introducing a gap into the very
order of being (2003, p. 37). This subject is faithful to a truth-event, which is not
legitimised by the symbolic order. Abraham’s acceptance of the incomprehensible will
of God sets about to destroy the symbolically imposed picture of the loving and caring
father, the patriarch. For Zizek it is exactly his ability to sacrifice that which gives
meaning to his life or world, which delivers the subject in a certain sense to freedom
and thereby true subjectivity. This is also exactly the aspect that he sees in the death of
Christ on the Cross the self-emptying.

Therefore, the real paradox of Kierkegaard’s faith lies for Zizek in the seeking
after the meaning of life in reference to God, wherein the gap between God and man
cannot be overcome. The believer risks everytfongothing(Zizek, 2006b, p. 97). It
1s only after Kierkegaard’s ‘infinite resignation’, the realisation that there is no
guarantee that thésolute dedication will be compensated, that Kierkegaard’s
radicality of the leap of faith is reached. In Kierkegaard’s own words:

But the understanding comes to a standstill at the absolute. The

contradiction is to require of a person that he make the greatest possible

sacrifice, dedicate his whole life to being sacrifieeghd why? Well,
there is no why (Kierkegaard, 1991, p. 120).
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He continues in his journal: ‘At first sight the understanding says that this is madness.
The understanding asks: What’s in it for me? The answer is: nothing’ (Kierkegaard,
1970, p. 186§*

Zizek concludes that there is but a fundamental practico-ethical decision about
what kind of life one wants to commit oneself to. Thus the new community is called
upon to repeat this fundamental shift in coordinates, the primordial choice made by
Christ, for itself (Zizek, 2001b, pp. 148-149).

Indeed, as Zizek’s engagement with theology develops it becomes ever more
reliant on Kierkegaard. When discussing crucial questions such as the Law and
transgressiot?® love, the religious suspension of the ethical, the fundamental Christian
break, he defers to Kierkegaard. For example, Zizek quotes from Works of Love ‘We
do not applaud the son who séMo”, but we endeavour to learn from the Gospel how
dangerous it is to saySir, | will”’ (Kierkegaard, 1962, p. 102 cf. Zizek, 2000b, 148).
Kierkegaard’s comment here refers to Matthew 21:28-31, which he understands as the
radical demand that requires one to give up everything in order to follow.Clirisk
employs this thought when it comes to Luke 14:26 as a suggestion that one should in
fact ‘hate the belovedut of love and in love’ (Kierkegaard, 1962, p. 114 cf. Zizek,
2000b, 126). According to him, this is the work of love, comparable to Cheafais
or Lenin’s revolutionary violence (Zizek, 2003, p. 30) — not only love, but Christian
love. Luke 14:26 then is to be read in the context of the following account in Matthew

to highlight its intent of breaking down ideological constraints:

144 This is my own translation of the German: ‘Auf den ersten Blick sagt der Verstandpdies Wahnsinn
ist. Der Verstand fragt: Was springt fir mich dabei heraus? Die Antwort lautet:’ nichts
14%1n the idea of a subversive act as following the law to the lgftéek, 2000b, pp. 147-148).
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While Jesus was still talking to the crowd, his mother and brothers stood

outside, wanting to speak to hifameone told him, ‘Your mother and

brothers are standing outside, wanting to speak to you.” He replied to

him, ‘Who is my mother, and who are my brothers?’ Pointing to his

disciples, he saidHere are my mother and my brothers. For whoever

does the will of my Father in heavanmy brother and sister and mother’

(Matthew 12:46-5-).
When Jesus speaks of ‘hating” one’s parents, he means in so far as they stand for the
social hierarchy or system with its ideological structure, which the community of the
Holy Spirit bypasses. It is with regards to the ideological constraints that the Christian
love brings division rather than unity; it uncouples from the given ethnic and political

identities and is redefined as a position of active engagement, a strtiggle.
2.8.2 The Other of the Neighbour
The radicality of Galatians 3:28 is of course an implication or elaboration of Romans
13:8, wheren Paul writes thathe who loves his neighbour has fulfilled the laWwhe
theological injunction to love one’s neighbour originates from the covenant at Sinai in
the Old Testament: ‘Do not seek revenge or bear a grudge against anyone among your
people, but love your neighbour asuylf” (Leviticus 19:18). In the New Testament,
however, the meaning of the conceft'neighbout has been universally transformed,
based on Christ’s teaching in the parable of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10:25-37),
where it is indifferent to social divisions and includes everyone.

In his contribution torhe NeighbouZizek, 2013a, pp. 134-190¥izek
ponders what this call to love the neighbour as yourself reveals about subjectivity and

argues that it stands as a challenge to the so-called ethical turn in contemporary thought,

146 According to Zizek, this is also how one is to read the imperative 4mirn the other cheek’, found in
Matthew 5:38-40, as a subversive gesture which destabilises, rathen thetro& obedience of either
doing nothing or striking back. Again, the latter is really a constégixception.
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a turn often linked to the thought of Emmanuel Levinas (Zizek, 2007, pp. 164-166).
Zizek’s main target is what he characterizes as an ethics of the paradigmatic citizen of
contemporary Western civilizations, who in his search for happiness without stress
exhibits a fear of an excessive intensity of life that might disturb it. For Zizek, a whole
series of contemporary commodities and phenomena embody this anxiety and
vulnerability apropos of excess: coffee without caffeine, beer without alcohol, up to the
desire to prosecute wars without casualties (Zizek, 2002a, p. 10). Zizek proposes that
this fear of excess reveals not only that there is something more to the subject, but that
this itself is the subject, and that this dimension is missed in the ethical turn in
contemporary thought in general, and in the work of Levinas in particitaik(
2013a, pp. 159-169). Insisting upon it reveals the properly political potential of the
Christian love of the neighbour.

The attempt to account for oneself is always conducted within a certain
intersubjective context and reveals our constitutive exposure to the Other (Zizek,
2008Db, p. 45). That also means that the Other is not or ought not to be recognised in an
absolute mannéfy but to recognise its impenetrability. It is this exposure that grounds
our ethical status, a solidarity of the vulnerable: ‘what makes an individual human and
thus something for which we are responsible, toward whom we have a duty to help, is
his/her very finitude and vulnsbility’ (Zizek, 2013a, p. 138).

Any type of the big Other, as the symbolic order, seeks to mediate and regulate
our coexistence, but the excess or the Real cannot be gentrified aiigl retthprocal

exchange is impossiblé{d., p. 143). In other words, our intersubjectivity depends on

147 As in knowing who the subject really is.

136



the Symbolic order. The challenge posed by Christian love, Zizek argues, is to resist

this gentrification of the neighbour, and instead accept its radical impenetrability. Thus
a collective emerges, which no longer relies on an ethnic identity, but is instead
struggling {bid., p. 154). This love is thus not against the background of universal
hatred, but of universal indifference, where one is indifferent toward all and in this way
loves the indiidual. ‘There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor

free,there is no male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus’ (Galatians 3:28).

2.8.2.1A consideration of ZiZek’s Holy Spirit community
Given that the ultimate concern of ZiZek is political, that might seem utopian or at best
an idealistic hope for the political future, but Zizek argues that such a non-ideological
social bond has been experienced after Apostle Paul as well. Examples include the
Ancient Greek democracy, Lenin’s Bolshevik revolution, Eastern Europe’s
undermining of Communism in the eighties, or indeed the recent Occupy movement
against Capitalism (Christ is their precursor, a mythic form of something that reaches its
true form in the logic of the emancipatory political collective).

Zizek’s theoretical reasoning or argumentation itself is logically stronger than it
might first appear. First, this kind of community is not maintained by the big Other, and
therefore it does not parallel the contemporary fundamentalist perversions. Those are a
mere mirror image and reaction against the current condition that has made them what

they are, but still remain caught in the mirt6tSecond, following on from Zizek’s

148 A horrific example of this is illustrated in the brutal act of executicth® Jordanian pilot by ISIS in
early February 2015. Upon capturing the pilot, ISIS supporters launcheitter campaign (global
neoliberalism?) calling for brutal execution suggestions, prompting lowséteas, including the actual
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insistence upon the contingency of materialist grace described above, he is clear that
this new sociality is therefore capalole but does not guarantee, a truly ethical or
political act, outside of its ethico-legal entanglement. It represents only a possibility of
something new; it is not ensured. Third, this form of sociality is also not united by the
lack or absence of the big Other, as in that being the only thing that holds the
community togethe¥!?® The dismantling of the big Other only marks the catalyst for a
community which then develops, or is able to develapcommunity of deference. In

that sense it is not a negative commufifyFourth, Zizek is quick to admit and deliver

a warning that this form of social collective is inherently fragile. In the case of Lenin’s
revolution, it led to the perverse ideology of Stalinisikewise, the communality of the
Arab Spring was taken over by religious fundamentafst€hristianity also declined

into perversion, when it transformed Christ’s sacrifice into an insurmountable debt and

thus bound the subject, rather tsaning him/her free (Zizek, 2003, p. 110). The big

Other was thus resurrected and Christianity became a new kind of law, hiding the
impotence of the big Other. Without the proper stance in relation to what happened on
the Cross, its unique form of universal love collapsed in on itself. Christianity, then, has
transformed its subversive kernel into its perverse core. Zizek argues that the only way

for Christianity to discard the present perverse core is by returning to its founding

moment- the death of God. What is needed is not only an atheist religion where

execution. Thus they used a ‘democratic’ method of deciding the pilot’s fate, which, however, with its
determined outcome, was far from democratic, but merely an act of foathed; than actual freedom.
1491 e.: the only thing we have in common is the missing other.

150 The Arab Spring protests were not merely negative in that they repreaeet&ction to the corruption
and abuse by their government, but included an attempt towards or expénic@mmunality.

151 The student and academic protesters were then proclaimed as the enemaiesafament by the
religious fundamentalists, whose dream was religiously fundamemtéhtaterant of any other vision.
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subjects do not believe in God, but where Gansbif doesn’t believe in himself — he is
an atheist. Zizek concludes The Puppet and the Dwairf this way:

In what is perhaps the highest example of Hegelian Aufhebung, it is

possible today to redeem this core of Christianity only in the gesture of

abandoning the shell of its institutional organisation (and even more so of

its specific religious experience). The gap here is irreducible: either one

drops the religious form, or one maintains the form, but loses the essence.

That is the ultimate heroic gesture that awgt€hristianity: in order to

save its treasure, it has to sacrifice itsdike Christ, who had to die so

that Christianity could emerd&izek, 2003, p. 171).
However, recognising Zizek’s argumentations — that this kind of community is not held
together by the big Other and is at the same time not negative, and qualifications of
fragility and contingency, the question remains whether such a community can be
anything else than an event? It is well to point out its fragility; however, is it not more
important to ask whether such a community of radical love can exist without the
ideological support of the big Other? Even for the absence of the big Other, its
existence is essential in the first place. In ZiZek’s case, the death of God event is
necessary and cannot be excluded since otherwise we would remain trapped in the
system of debt without God there is no death of God. If the Symbolic is just about
everything that we cafireality”’, will not the subject be eternally resurrecting the big
Other— an arbitrary and changing chain of signifierise they God ofHistory” or
“developmeritor something else? Following Zizek’s argument, was this not the case
with Christianity and the Bolshevik revolution? After all, if we again follow ZiZek, the

subject exists on the borders of the Real and the Symbolic. The question then is: Do we

need ideological support to ‘be’? It seems Zizek does not aim to present us with a

152 Notice the word ‘awaits,” which is here used not to announce what will necesggrhappen in the
future, but in order to emphasise the rightness of this gesturexaness a hopeful expectation.
Otherwise it would be used in the spirit of the Stalinist big Otttbe progress of history.
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sustainable and resilient alternative, but rather a possibility of a break or radical change,
which we have to continually repeat as a series of unplugging. What he proposes is not
so much a thought of revolution, but ‘revolutions’ — as in the final instalment of the

Matrix trilogy. To the earlier question Zizek would respond that with ideological

support authentic being is perverted.

Having explored the background, context and contBHitzek’s theological
materialism, the second part of this thesis will engage it in a critical reading of
Bonhoeffer’s Sanctorum Communidsiven that thevork’s social theology arises
through Bonhoeffer’s engagement with social philosophy, it is apposite to begin with a

discussion of his intellectual background.
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Chapter 3: Bonhoeffer’s Intellectual Background

3.1Bonhoeffer’s Intellectual Biography

In this section | seek to provide a sort of intellectual biography of Bonhoeffer. | am not
attempting to provide an account of his life. There are good works which pursue that
particular goal, exemplified best by Eberhard Bethge, but also numerous other
biographies, which make for valuable reading. Instead, | am merely providing a
background which can shed further light upon his thought, both theological and
philosophical. My aim is ¢t to argue for a unity of Bonhoeffer’s life and work, or to

construct an account of his thought as built upon life experietioe first would be

outside the scope of this thesis, while the second would be inappropriate, as knowledge
of Bonhoeffer’s biography alone is insufficient for understanding his intellectual

contribution. Rather, the purpose of this section is restricted to demonstrating how
certain biographical elements can further enliglidemhoeffer’s intellectual

development and contribution. Like its counterpadiizek, this very brief and concise
overview can serve to enlighten further some of the matters discussed in the section on
the intellectual background of his thought, as well as providing a canvas on which his

thinking can develop.

3.1.1 From Berlin to Tibingen and back again
Dietrich Bonhoeffer was born into an upper-middle class family with eight children in
1906 in Breslau (today’s Wroclaw). His family moved to Berlin and settled there when

he was six, for his father Karl, a prominent psychiatrist and neurologist, became a
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Professor at the university and also the director of its associated Charité hospital. His
mother, Paula von Hase, whose father and grandfather were both professors of theology,
completed training as a teacher and instructed her children personally in particular
subjects up to a certain age. Consequently, the children quickly jumped ahead in several
classes when they entered the German Gymnasitidietrich excelled in the

humanistic disciplines, studied Hebrew and read Friedrich Schleiermacher, while also
becoming something of an accomplished pianist. When he announced his desire to
study theology, his family, while sceptical of the value of theology, supported him and

he entered the family favourite University in Tubingen to read theology at the age of
seventeen. During his two semesters there his work encompassed logic, epistemology,
music, political science and history of religion, in addition to biblical, church historical
and dogmatic subjects. A year later he returned to Berlin due to rising cost of living
away from home because of hyperinflation. However, before he returned, he spent a
term in Rome, where he was especially enthralled by the Vatican as symbolizing the
church as a tangible, universal entity with ancient roots and where he even had an

audience with the Pope.

Having returned to Berlin in 1924, he enrolled at the Friedrich Wilhelm
University (later Humboldt University), where his main professor was Reinhold
Seeberg in the area of systematic theology and ethics, together with Adolf von Harnack
and Karl Holl in church history. Their work on Christian doctrine and Church history

became a medium for Bonhoeffer’s knowledge of the classic theologians such as

153 The Gymnasium is a humanities-oriented German secondary schookthatasr students for
University education.
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Augustine, Aquinas, Luther and Schleiermacher. He concomitantly became acquainted
with the thought of Barth and philosophers such as Kant, Hegel, Nietzsche, Heidegger
and Dilthey. He graduated in 1927, completing his dissertation, ergalectorum
Communio: eine dogmatische Untersuchung zur Sagielder KirchgSanctorum
Communio: A Theological Study of the Sociology leétChurch (DBW 1, 2005/

DBWE 1, 2009). This theologico-sociological reflection brought together a Barthian
theologyof revelation and Hegel, Weber and Troeltsch, resulting in a ‘theology of

sociality’ built upon a relational view of personhood. The social form of revelation,

described as ‘Christ existing as community’, elevated interrelatedness between ‘I’ and

‘Other’ to the highest importance, at the heart of the way one understands God, self and
other!®* Yet, Bonhoeffer’s dissertation was far from a simple harmonization of

theology with modern thought. More radically it explored the social intention of basic
Christian concepts. It argued that insofar as the concept of God ought to be conceived as
formed in relation to persons and community, the relationship between ‘I’ and ‘Other’ is

to be understood as providing an ethical boundary for one another (DBWE 1, pp. 554-
57). A boundary where the other is encountered as a limit introduces a notion of sin as a
breaking of that limit, whether the Other is God or a fellow being‘&eend Broken
Community’ in DBWE 1: pp. 107-121). Sin thus denies the freedom of the other,

turning them into an image of oneself. This is where Bonhoeffer introduced the concept
of stellvertretungvicarious representative action] as the willingness not merely to

allow the other to exist, but to allow the other to place upon me the burden of their

freedom to be who they are (DBWE 1: pp. 155ff, 293ff, 303f). For Bonhoeffer, this was

154 As will be shown in Chapter 4, Bonhoeffer’s personalism and attention to interrelatedness is derived
from the phenomenology of Max Scheler’s value personalism.
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the essence of Christ’s messianic vocation and ethical challenge for humanity. Karl
Barth describe®anctorum Communias a‘theological miracle’, finding it hard to

believe it was written at the age of twenty-one (Barth, 2003, p. 4; 2010a, p. 533).

3.1.2 Postdoctoral academic and pastoral activities

Dietrich spent the following year as a pagtetraining to the German community in
Barcelona, mostly practicing youth care and preaching occasionally. While there, he
complained about the lack of theological discussions with his supervising minister
(Bethge, 1994, p. 106), but used the time to revise his dissertation for publication. He
decided to engage in postdoctoral work, while remaining unsure about whether to
pursue an academic or pastoral career in the long term. By 1929 he was back in Berlin
at the University as an assistant to Wilhelm Litgert, a specialist in German idealism in
the Faculty of Theology, while working on his professorial dissert@ibnnd Sein:
Transzendentalphilosophie und Ontologie in deresysttischen Theologigict and

Being: Transcendental Philosophy and Ontology ist@yatic Theology(DBW 2,
1988/DBWE 2, 1996). This study on theological anthropology explored the border area
between theology and philosophy, again placing modern and contemporary thinkers into
dialogue with one another and with theologians. Bonhoeffer further developed his
theobgical category of revelation accentuating ‘Otherness’ which he considered as

answered inadequately by idealist philosophy. To that end Luther, Barth and Bultmann
were engaged with Hegel and Heidegger, resulting in a critique of the moral process of
knowledge itself, where knowledge was accorded with an authentic otherness, beyond
mere control and power of the subject. Re-visiting human sinfulness with the help of

Luther’s cor corvum in s¢the heart turned upon itself], Bonhoeffer elaborated further
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that ay attempt to define the being of the other is an imposition of one’s own totalizing
desire (DBWE 2: p. 80). He submitted the dissertation and passed his second

theological examinations in 1930.

The same year, at the age of 24, Bonhoeffer received approbation as an assistant
professor of theology and delivered his inaugural lectiite; Anthropological
Question in Contemporary Philosophy and Theology’, which explored the theological
anthropology under development in his dissertations. Throughouinieise was
active in the youth work of his Grunewald (locality of Berlin) congregation. It is
important to add that this was a time of crisis for the Weimar Republic, whose
foundations were being shaken by economic hardship and the electoral success of the
National Socialists. Although Bonhoeffer’s resistance to the growing German
nationalism was indicated by his occasional presence at the church of notorious pacifist
Gunther Dehn, he did not become directly engaged in politics. Rather, he threw himself

into his academic, as well as youth work.

3.1.3 Union theological seminary

Very soon he embarked upon a ship to the United States, where he spent a sabbatical
studying as a Sloane Fellow at the Union Theological Seminary in New York. The
exposure to theology and philosophy of that institution had a marked impact on
Bonhoeffer’s own thought, in particular visible or crucial for his later ethical writings.

At that time, Union was the flagship of American divinity schools and a centre of liberal
Christianity, but also of neorthodoxy and Black Liberation. Under the faculty’s

prominent figures, such as Reinhold Niebuhr, John Baillie and Harry Emerson Fosdick,

Bonhoeffer fostered a deep fascination with American philosophy, especially
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pragmatism, its premise and socio-ethical theological import. At first he struggled with
the lack of dogmatic and exegetical subjects (DBWE 10: pp. 265-266), which were
replaced by topics such as ‘Church and Community: The Cooperation of the Church

with Social and Charact@uilding Agencies’, ‘Ethical Issues in the Social Order’, and

‘The Minister’s Work with Individuals.” He described the students as ‘intoxicated with

liberal and humanistic phrases’ (DBWE 10: p. 256). Having said that, it is important to

note that Bonhoeffer struggled with the lack of theological rigour undergirding social
action, rather than the action itself. The Marxist-Christian theologian Reinhold Niebuhr
was an outspokenly public Christian intellectual and activist. He was a popular
professor at Union during Bonhoeffer’s time there, and the latter took his classes on

‘Ethical Interpretations’, ‘Ethical Viewpoints in Modern Literature’ and ‘Religion and

Ethics’ (Bethge, 1994, p. 159). Bonhoeffer described him as ‘one of the most significant

and most creative of contemporary American theologians’, whose political theology

was strongly eive, making him ‘the sharpest critic of contemporary American

Protestantism and the present social order’, and as understanding ‘the right way between
neo-orthodoxy, for which Jesus Christ becomes the ground of human despair, and a true
liberalism, for which Christ is the Lord, the norm, the ideal and the revelation of our
essential being’ (Bonhoeffer, 1965, p. 116). Beyond Niebuhr, by the end of the semester
Bonhoeffer had read ‘almost the entire philosophical works of William James, which

really captivated me, then Dewey, Perry, Russell, and finally also J. B. Watson and the
behaviourist literature’ (DBWE 10: p. 310). Indeed, he even requested an extension of

his leave in order to engage with pragmatist thought in American theology and
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philosophy (Bethge, 1994, p. 16'2}.Union certainly proved to be very influential, for
it provided Bonhoeffer with a broader intellectual context to engage in his theologico-

sociological reflection.

Bonhoeffets time in the States proved as formative outside lecture halls as well.
His fellow student Albert F. Fisher invited him to visit the Abyssinian Baptist Church in
Harlem, where he was captivated by the emotional style of worship and powerful
sermons of legendary preacher Adam Clayton Powell Sr. He became active in the
ministry, by teaching Sunday school, Bible study and weekday church school, and by
visiting parishioner’s homes. This experience was further bolstered by reading black
literature, listening to recordings of Negro spirituals, and through Reinhold Niebuhr’s
course ‘Ethical Viewpoint in Modern Literature’ (see Young, 2008). It is fair to say that
in less than a year Bonhoeffer experienced more of African American culture than most
American whites did in a lifetime. He witnessed segregation first-hand on his train
journey through the South and provided a poignant analysis of the church’s role in it
(see ‘The Negro Church’ in Bonhoeffer, 1965, pp. 112-114, Young, 2006, pp. 293-294).
Another fellow student the French pacifist Jean Lassere, who accompanied him on his
Cross-country drive to Mexice challenged him with a perspective on the Sermon on
the Mount that made Jesus’ peace commandment inescapable.*® In summary,
Bonhoeffer was exploring American culture and academia, and through that becoming
acquainted with its social gospel, which sought to combat the explosive issues of social

injustice and racism on the grounds or basis of the Gospels. If at first he suspected that

155 While Bonhoeffer never specified what drew him to James, Cahill cattargtion to the similarities
between them in matters of truth and ethics. See Cahill (213)8-30.

156 Rasmussen (197jovides an account of the development of Bonhoeffer’s views on pacifism. For a
discussion of Lassere’s influence, see in particular pp. 94-126.

147



the political questions which captured the attention of American theology students were
at the expense of theology, he eventually grasped its challenge personally, later
observing ‘it was then that a turning from the phraseological to the real ensued’ (22

April, 1944 in DBWE 8: p. 358). The American learning experience about the demands
of the world on the life of the church was to be further stretched upon his return to

Germanyt>’

3.1.4 The socio-political dimension of his theology

Upon his return to the University in Berlin in 1931, Bonhoeffer found Germany taken
by the growing nationalism and his crowded systematic theology department with
leanings toward National Socialism. He delivered lectures and seminars as an unpaid
assistant lecturer and was gaining a following among students, particularly due to his
approachability and engagemereeting students for evening discussions and
weekend getaways at his cottage (Bethge, 1994, pp. 204-205). His characteristically
contemporary lectures, such as ‘orders of creation’, were challenging some of the

underlying links of Nazism with God’s will. The four semesters at Berlin resulted in

two of his courses being publishe&chépfung und Fall: Theologische Auslegung von
Genesis 1-3Creation and Fall: A Theological Exposition of Geisel-3 (DBW 3,
1988/DBWE 3, 2007) an@hrist the Centré® In the latter Jesus was again understood

asthe person, the sought-for limit to human pretensions, or the centre of human

157 |n fact, the two were difficult to separate, as during his time at Uniamh@sfer was in demand to
report or lecture on the current situation in Germany and the pro$peatother war. While refusing to
ignore the suffering brought on Germans by the G#ator the effects of the Versailles Treaty’s
insistence on German ‘war guilt,” Bonhoeffer emphasised the burgeoning aspirations for peace in his
homeland.

158 The latter was based on student notes from his 1933 lectures on Cgyistotbpublished
posthumously. It can be found in DBWE 12.
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existence, history, and nature. Best described as a messianide brings into our

midst God-whas-our-boundary, the creative limit that allows humanity to be
authentically human, rather than a mere usurper of divine power. God allows violence
be done to God’s very self, so that an authentic limit or boundary might be encountered

in all its concreteness. Bonhoeffer concluded tifate speak of the human being Jesus

Christ as we speak of God, we should not speak of him as representing an idea of God,
that is, in his attributes as all-knowing and all-powerful, but rather speak of his

weakness and manger’ (DBWE 12: p. 354). In Schépfung und Siind€reation and Sin],

as the original lectures were called, Bonhoeffer again took up interrelatedness or
intersubjectivity, understanding creation in the image of God as an analogy of
relationship with God’s own intertrinitarian relationship, rather than as an analogy of

being concluding that ‘the creatureliness of human beings [...] can be defined in simply

no other way than in terms of the existence of human beings over-against-one-another,
with-one-another, and in-dependence-upon-ongher’ (DBWE 3: p. 64). The Fall

was accordingly translated as an attempt to play-Garitis sicut Deu¥°— and is

defined by the violent transgression of the limit of the Other, as is evident in the story of
Cain and Abel in Genesis 4. All this time then, Beflfer’s theologico-sociological

reflection continued.

At the same time, he entered a new sphere of activity: ecumenical work. He was
made part of the German youth delegation to the annual conference of the World

Alliance for Promoting International Friendship through the Churches in CamBffdge.

159 Genesis 3:57You will be as God.’
160 A predecessor of the World Council of Churches.
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While there, he was made honorary international youth secretary of the Alliance, thus
becoming part of the organization’s circle. He was responsible for central and northern

Europe and thus his work began to take him across many borders. However, in
Germany there was a growing anti-internationalism, due to the progress of nationalism.
Bonhoeffer spoke out against any nationalist theology and developed a driving concern
for international peace. Together with Franz Hildebrandt he experimented with
catechism rejecting the church’s sanctioning of war. This was also expressed in his

lecture ‘Christ and Peace’, in which he argued that any form of war service is forbidden
for the Christian. A change in his thinking was becoming more and more apparent,
compared to hi$929 statement that ‘love for my people will sanctify murder, will

sanctify war’ (DBWE 1: p. 119; DBWE 10: p. 372).161 After the Nazi revolution in

Germany, Bonhoeffer’s ecumenical work thus took on a new dimension— publishing

abroad the true nature of Nazism and securing the international community’s support in

combating heresy within the German Church.

3.1.5 Work in the Confessing Church and the letterérom Tegel

Bonhoeffer was clearly recognizing the Nazi threat. After Adolf Hitler became the
Chancellor of Germany in January of 1930, he spoke out against the operation of the
concept of thé&lhreras averfiihrer[leader asnisleader] (Bethge, 1994, p. 260). After
the Reichstag fire Hitler sought to consolidate power through a series of acts and
emergency decrees, such as the Law for the Restoration of the Professional Civil

Service, which stated that non-Aryans could be dismissed from civil service, including

161 See also Bethgd 994, pp. 188, 209.
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church ministry:®? In mid-April, Bonhoeffer spoke out against a campaign to include
this ‘Aryan paragraph’ in the ecclesiastical realm, in an essay entitled ‘The Church and

the Jewish Question’, wherein he asserted that the church can act toward the state when

it fails to exercise its divine vocation (DBWE 12: pp. 361-370, particularly pp. 365-
366). What is more, he expressed concern for the fate of the German Jews as such,
whether or not they happened to be members of the Christian community. In opposing
German Christian attempts to bring the church into alignment with Nazi values,
Bonhoeffer affiliated with a series of opposition groups active in the church struggle
the Young Reformation movement, the Pastors’ Emergency League!®® and the

Confessing Church. Ultimately none of them went far enough for Bonhoeffer, for they
failed to recognise that application of the Aryan paragraph was not a matter of
indifference, but a matter of heresy (Bethge, 1994, p. 315). In August 1933 he was sent
to Bethel as part of a working group charged with drafting a confession that would
detail the theological convictions of the church opposition. The Bethel confession
claimed that the barrier between Jew and Gentile was removed by the crucifixion and
resurrection of Jesus Christ. However, after passing through several stages of the
editorial process the Confession’s message of solidarity with Jews was so weakened that
Bonhoeffer refused to sign the final draft. In September 1933 he attended the World
Alliance conference in Sofia, Bulgaria, where he informed the argéani’s leadership

about the anti-Jewish campaign in his country. The result was a resolution that decried

‘state measures against the Jews in Germany and protested the church’s exclusion of

162 Ministers of the German Evangelical Church were civil servants.
163 Bonhoeffer helped form this group, together with his colleague Mdigimoller.
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“non-Aryans” as “a denial of the explicit teaching and spirit of the Gospel of Jesus

Christ” (Bethge, 1994, p. 315).

When the Aryan paragraph was officially adopted in September 1933 at the
general synod of the Evangelical Church of the Old Prussian Union, Bonhoeffer began
to question seriously whether he could remain in it at all. This concern and frustration
with the Church’s actions led him to accept a church position in London, in the German
congregations at Forrest Hill and Sydenham (DBWE 13: p. 23). He assumed the role of
de facto leader of German pastors in Bnd, convincing them to join the Pastor’s
Emergency League, supporting Jewish-Christian pastors. Together they sent telegrams
of protest to the Reich Bishop Ludwig Muller in Berlin. When he was summoned to
Berlin under suspicion, he used the opportunity to attend the first free synod of the
church opposition, where the national ‘Confessing synod’ at Barmen was planned. After
that, prominent Britons looked to him as a reliable interpreter of the church-political
situation in Germany Bonhoeffer became particularly close to George K.A. Bell,

Bishop of Chichester. He influenced the latter’s pastoral letter that decried the abuses of
state and church in Germany. At all times, Bonhoeffer called for a separation from what

he regarded as an apostate church, no matter what the conseqibéhces $6).

In 1935 he was offered the directorship of the newly established Confessing
Church seminary in Finkenwalde, after the Rei@sh& closed the preachers’
seminaries of the Old Prussian Union. It was an experimental non-state community and
Bonhoeffer influenced or shaped it profoundly. It was during that time that he produced
two further pieces of writing: in 193¥achfolge[Discipleshig (DBW 4, 1989/DBWE

4, 2003) and in 193@emeinsames Lebdhife Togethet (DBW 5, 1987/ DBWE 5,
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2004). The first was a series of lectures outlining the idea of ‘cheap grace’, the
relationship between faith and obedience in dialogue with the Sermon on the Mount
from the Gospel of Matthew. Bonhoeffer proposed that what is extraordinary about
Christianity is Christ’s command to love one’s enemies. Rather than merely loving

family and friends, Jesus defined love by ‘putting it into the clear-cut context of love for
our enemies’ (DBWE 4: p. 137). Indeed, during the 1930s the theme of loving one’s
enemies assumes a prominent role in Bonhoeffer’s writings. The second was a sort of
experiment of life in this community of love, in which he proposed to start a more
permanent, quasi-monastic community, where ordinands would remain after the
completion of their training. More than that, it sought to provide a theology
undergirding this community. This theology of sociality did not merely tolerate the

freedom of the other, but delighted in it:

God did not make others as | would have made them. God did not give
them to me so that | could dominate and control them, but so that | might
find the Creator by means of them.] God does not want me to mould
others into the image that seems good to me, that is, into my own image.
Instead, in theifreedom from me God made other people in God’s own

image (DBWE 5: p. 95).
Life Togetherbecame Bonhoeffer’s most widely read text during his lifetime. Of course,
in the eyes of the Reich Church, Finkenwalde was illegal; it was proclaimed as such

through a decree in December of 1935 and finally shut down in September of 1937.

While Bonhoeffer remained involved in the training of Confessing Church
pastorates, he received a call-up for military service in May of 1939. At the same time
an opportunity arose to again travel to the United States, with the prospect of a

permanent teaching position at Union Theological Seminary. In this way he would
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avoid the national service and through his fageonnections secured a one-year
deferment. Leaving Germany had been on his mind for a while, he admitted in a letter to
George Bell (see Bethge, 1994, p. 637) and he did so in June. However, upon arrival in
America he felt that his place was in Germany and that he could not hope to partake in
the reconstruction of Christian life in Germany after the war if he did not share its
current trials ipid., p. 655). He sailed home in July, returning to his ministry training

duties.

The state authorities kept a close eye on his ‘subversive’ activities and decided
to prohibit him from speaking publicly, as well as requiring a report of his movements.
His right to publish was rescinded in 1941 ‘due to lack of requisite political stability’
(DBWE 16: p. 181). Bonhoeffer rejected charges of subversion in a letter to the Reich
CentralSecurity Office (RHSA), even signing the letter with ‘Heil Hitler’ (ibid., p. 77).
However, in reality he had already become allied with the anti-Nazi resistance. The
resistance movement was far from unified, but shared the conviction of opposition to
everts in Germany. His chief contact was his sister Christine’s husband Hans von
Dohnanyi, who in 1939 joined thwehr [Military Intelligence], an epi-centre of anti-
Hitler resistance headed by Admiral Wilhelm Canaris. Bonhoeffer was assigned to the
intelligence office, which was supposed to capitalise on his international connections,
while in reality, those connections were utilised in the service of the resistance. He was
exempt from military service and with a passport was able to travel freely during the
war. Entering into a kind of double life, he continued to work for the Confessing Church
and military intelligence, but in reality worked for and with those who enacted

resistance within military intelligence and were making preparationsgotsah
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During travels to Switzerland, Scandinavia and Italy, Bonhoeffer attempted to use his
ecumenical connections to inform the rest of the world about this organised military
resistance and his own intentions. He began to write again, knowing full well that he
was not allowed to write, beginning work on ik [Ethicd (DBW 6, 1998/ DBWE

6, 2008). A work that was never finished and remains a series of thirteen manuscripts, it
represents another step in Bonhoeffer’s theologico-sociological reflection, an

exploration of what constitutes responsible Christian action in the world. In it, Ghrist
portrayed as God’s embrace of the entire created-and-fallen reality and thus the utmost
expression that we were created in and for relationship, with God and one another
(DBWE 6: pp. 92ff). The church is thus to be 8tellvertreter vicarious representative

— the concept introduced in his first dissertatiomhose denial of compassion to the

outcast is a constitutional failure. Thus the church is understood as ‘that piece of

humanity where Christ really has taken form” (ibid., p. 97). It should be noted that
Bonhoeffer conducted this exploration in the context of Nazi Germany, not as an
academic exercise in abstraction and speculation, but out of concern for the future of the

church, his country and humanity per se.

Bonhoeffer was aware of the resistance’s realisation that a change in
government must begin with Hitler’s assassination and he sympathised with various
failed plots, but this was not the extent of his subversive activity. He used connections
to obtain deferments for Confessing Church clergy, who were targeted for military or
labour conscription, and sought to expose and undermine Nazi Jewish policy, even
helping Jews out of the country to neutral Switzerland. In April 1943 he was arrested

together with Hans and Christine von Dohnanyi in a concerted effort to bring down the
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Abwehr, just months after he became engaged to Maria von Wedemeyer. He was
charged with subversion through evading military service, circumventing the Gestapo
ban on public speaking and continuing his church work. During his months in the
military prison Tegel in Berlin, where he was questioned, he read voraciously on a
variety of topics including early church history, contemporary science and philosophy
and nineteenth-century German literature. During this time, he also exchanged letters
with family and friends, discussed in the introduction to the thesis, which were first
published by Bethge in 1951, under thie Widerstand und Ergeburjesistance and

Surrenderor Letters and Papers from Prigq{BW 8, 1998/DBWE 8, 2010).

In late September 1944 the Gestapo uncovered a cache of incriminating secret
documents containing plans for a coup d’état, references to secret discussions with the
British government via the Vatican, excerpts from the diary of Admiral Canaris and
correspndence related to Bonhoeffer’s resistance activities. This spelled the end not
only for Bonhoeffer, but also for Dohnanyi and Canaris. He was transferred to the cellar
of a Gestapo prison in central Berlin and spent the next four months there, losing
contact with the outside world. In February 1945 he was sentenced to death, transferred
to the concentration camp in Buchenwald and executed by hanging in Schénberg on

April 9 in the final weeks of the war.
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3.2 The context of Bonhoeffer’s thought: modern theology

In this section I aim to contextualize Bonhoeffer’s thought as belonging to modern
theology. As a modern theologian, Bonhoeffer carried out his intellectual reflection on
faith in a modern world, seeking to exegete and apply the ethical and sociological

potential of traditional theological concepts in this context.

The church must get out of its stagnation. We must also get back out into
the fresh air of intellectual discourse with the world. We also have to risk
saying controversial things, if that will stir up the discussion of the
important issues in life. As a ‘modern’ theologian who has nevertheless
inherited the legacy of liberal theology, | feel responsible to address these
guestions (3 August 1944 in DBWE 8, pp. 498-499).

If one defines theology as the intellectual reflection on the act, content and implications
of the Christian faith, then that reflection is always carried out in a specific historic and
cultural context. Dietrich Bonhoeffer was a theologian of the twentieth century and
finds his place in the context of modern theology, a theology influenced and to some
extent shaped by modernity. Modernity affected both the theological method and
content, while, at the same time, theology critically evaluated and responded to
modernity. Therefore, modern theology does not only denote a temporal category of
theology, or indeed a theological character of modernity, but is also a term describing an
engagement between theology and the modern. Insofar as it does not denote a mere
persistence or reiteration of traditional theology in the modern era, nor an adaptation
into the modern worldview, modern theology is rather to be considered as a particular
example of the dialectical relationship between theology and its cultural certtext

modern and theology.
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Twentieth century thought represented an age of transition from the classical
modernity of the nineteenth century to the postmodern culture of the twenty-first
century. In theological circles, the historical milestone of the First World War (1914-
1918) could be considered as the threshold between the theology of the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries. Therefore, understanding of twentieth century theology must be

grounded in an understanding of its theological dialogical partner and predeééssor.

Nineteenth century theological thought in Germany was characterized by a
liberalism that developed as a consequence of the Enlightenment, embracing its aim of
objectivity and methodologies of rationalism and empiricism rather than any
preconceived notions of the authority of its sources. Thus, Friedrich Schleiermacher
(1768-1834) considered belief as pre-moral and pre-cognitive and to be discussed in
relation to other disciplines in order to work out the modern content of faith
(Schleiermacher, 1928§° while Kant’s account of knowledge excluded claims by
natural theology or revelation (Kant, 1793). Kant’s own account was further challenged
by Hegel’s notion of rationality as God (or the Absolute) realizing itself through a

dialectical process in histoi® This initiated a historical and process-oriented way of

164 For a comprehensive treatment of nineteenth century thealagygy text remains Ninian Smart’s
three-volumeNineteenth Century Religious Thought in the W@$€85) There is also a two-volume work
by Claude Welch, entitleBrotestant Thought in the Nineteenth Cent{ir§74) that is also notable.

165 Bonhoeffer himself engaged with Schleiermacher’s work from the early stages of his theological
formation, even reading his work while still in school (Bethge, 1p927), and a discussion of his work
is found in both of his theses (DBWE 1, pp. 64, 113f.f13®3ff and DBWE 2, pp. 131, 154).
Bonhoeffer rejects Schleiermacher’s ‘religious a priori’ and upholds the exclusivity of God’s revelation in
Jesus Christ as the ground for theology and ethics. See also Bonhoeffer’s characterization of Seeberg’s
position in DBWE 2, pp. 55-58. On the relationship between Schleiermauth®&amhoeffer, see
Christiane Tietz, ‘Friedrich Schleiermacher and DietriBlonhoeffer’ (Tietz in Frick, 2008, pp. 121-143).
166 Twentieth century modern theologians have engaged with Hegel inedivays Karl Barth in
Prolegomena to Church Dogmatid®975), Karl Rahner iithe Trinity (1970), Wolfhart Pannenberg in
Revelation as Histor{1968), while Jirgen Moltmann Fhe Trinity and the Kingdori1981) considered
his integration of history in the Trinity. Moltmann’s The Crucified God1974) and Eberhard Jiingel’s

God as the Mystery of the Wor{d983) andJnterwegs zur Sach@972)engaged with Hegel’s death of
God, Rahner’s (1976) affirmation of reality as rational, Hans Urs von Balthasar’s (1961, 1973-1982,
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understanding reality, taken up by David Friedrich Strauss (1808-1874) in his
application of historical critical methods to the accounts of the life of Jesus (Strauss,
1864) or indeed Ernst Troeltsch (1865-1923) and Adolf von Harnack (1851-1930), who
investigated the socio-historical and cultural mechanisms that gave rise to theological
ideas and will be explored in the next section on Beffhr’s intellectual formation.

For now, it is appropriate to note that Troeltsch, on the borders of the nineteenth and

twentieth century, in a way summed up nineteenth century German thé®logy.

The theological agendas of the nineteenth century were not only the background
of their twentieth century counterparts, but, as indicated in Troeltsch, were their
constituents. The attempt to integrate faith with modernity was either reacted against, as
observed with Karl Barth’s stress on the wholly otherness of God in The Epistle to the
Romang(1933, p. 315f), or explored so far as to claim the point of contact between
them was ‘internal’, as in Paul Tillich’s ultimate concern observed in The Courage to
Be (1952) orDynamics of Fait{(1957). The theological shift with its emphasis on the

ethical or practical content of Christianity, which came about in no small part due to the

19851987) genres of epic, lyric and drama, Pannenberg’s (1963) concepts of rationality and universal
history or Hans Kiing’s (1987) approach to incarnation.

I will devote more attention to Bonhoeffer’s own engagement with Hegel in the next section in which I
consider his intellectual formation at the University in Berlin, as well dgeifihal chapter of this thesis,
where it will also enable a critical reading of Besnctorum CommunidSuffice to say here that in 1933
Bonhoeffer expressed appreciation of Hegel as a theologian (DBWE 1: p.di41988, p. 137) and in
Act and Beingread his own idea of Christian communigamst the latter’s. Charles Marsh examines this
in ‘Christ as the Mediation of the Other’ in Reclaiming Dietrich Bonhoeffer: The Promise of ilteeology
(1994, pp. 81H09). See also his article ‘Human community and Divine Presence: Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s
Critique of Hegel” (1992, pp. 427-428).

167 perceiving comprehensive historical consciousness as the main developthemtinéteenth century,
Troeltsch advocated a more thoroughly historical method of theologyalysarg late nineteenth
century history of religion and sociology, he wrestled with notiontk@fbsoluteness of Christianity
(Troeltsch, 1912), the role of the historical Jesus in the Christian(Taitkltsch, 1911) and the
inseparability of all religion from its social and historical context. Resistatgralistic, reductionist
explanations of religion, Troeltsch instead emphasized Christianity’s distinctive values worked out
contextually through the centuries and called for a fresh, creative sociatiienaimt of those values in
twentieth century Europe (Troeltsch, 1923).
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to the challenge posed by (modern) thinkers providing alternative accounts of religion,
morality and values in general, was also carried through as a common characteristic to
twentieth century theology, whether focusing on freedom and ethics such as with
Bonhoeffer, or on social and political form as with someone like Jirgen Moltmann and
his Theology of Hopg1967) and Gustavo GétreZ's A Theology of Liberatior(1974).

All of these show how the main issues in twentieth century theology have developed
from and revolved around the theological agendas of the nineteenth century, for both
have found themselves in the context of modernity, faced with intrinsically intertwined
challenges relating to matters of knowledge and rationality, historical consciousness

and/or alternative explanations of religion.

This engaging of modernity is also exemplified in an exchange of letters
between two theologians, which took place at the time of Bonhoeffer’s enrolment at
Tlbingen in 1923. Both men would come to significantly influence Bonhoeffer’s
thought: the liberal theologian Adolf von Harnack was engaging Karl Barth’s theology
of crisis in the pages of the liberal journ@le Christliche Wel{(‘Ein Briefwechsel mit
Adolf von Harnack’ in Barth, 1957, pp. 7-31). At the turn of the century, von Harnack
claimed in his lectureBas Wesen des Christentuthat ‘those of us who possess a
more delicate and therefore more prophetic perception no longer regard the kingdom of
love and pace as a mere Utopia’ (von Harnack, 1902, p. 123). While nineteenth century
theological thought, exemplified by von Harnack, began the confrontation with issues of
modernity, Barth called for a clear break with the theological development of the

nineteenth century. He was just one of the theological students whose foundations had
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been shaken by the First World War. The classic text denoting the move was Barth’s

Epistle to the Romans

The more profoundly we become aware of the limited character of the
possibilities which are open to us here and now, the more clear it is that
we are farther from God, that our desertion of him is more complete...

and the consequences of that desertion more vast [...] than we had ever
dreamed. Men are their own masters. Their union with God is shattered
so completely that they cannot even conceive its restoration. Their sin is
their guilt; their death is their destiny; their world is formless and
tumultuous chaos, a chaos of forces of nature and of the human soul;
their life is illusion. This is the situation in which we find ourselves
(Barth, 1933, p. 37).

Barth’s desire to break with nineteenth century optimism was due in part to the onset of

two World Wars, which brought about a major crisis in European culture and society
and arguably had the greatest impact on twentieth century thought in general
including theology. Giving rise to themes of doubt and radical critique, as opposed to
the positivity of Enlightenment progress, the crisis launched a critical examination of
questions about human progress and end. In the rising anxiety over humanity’s place in

the universe, modern theology continued its pursuit of questions about God, the Trinity,
revelation and Jesus Christ, but specifically and significantly in an exploration of their
social and ethical dimension or application. This was certainly the case for Bonhoeffer,
who discussed Christological concerns in light of their ontological and ethical import,
succinctly revealed in the line frobetters and Paper§What keeps gnawing at me is

the question, what is Christianity, or who is Christ actually faodisy?’ (30 April

1944 in DBWE 8: p. 362). His Christology was the driving force of his ecclesiology,

where the church as community was the locus of Christ’s presence, and the life of the
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community revolved around imitating Christ as a vicarious representé&tiVaus
Bonhoeffer exemplifies modern theology’s focus on matters of living in a century of

crisis.

This demonstration of Christianity’s socio-political potential was carried out as
part of a larger engagement of theology with modernity. Within this context, twentieth
century theology attempted to revise the optimistic liberalism of its nineteenth century
counterpart, as well as address the gradual erosion and decline of modernity and its
eventual transition into postmodernity. In so doing, it sought not only to recover and
defend Christianity in the face of an unprecedented challenge, but more so to engage in
a theological exegesis of modernity and demonstrate its own relevance. In Bonhoeffer’s
case, this becomes most evidentatters and Paperbut it began much earlier, with
the phrases ‘cheap’ and ‘costly’ grace.'®® The latter is what Luther uncovered when he
returned from the cloister to the world, for he learned that ‘Jesus now had to be lived out
in the midst of the world” (DBWE 4: p. 48). This following of Jesus into the world
became the central theme of Bonhoeffer’s Letters and Paper#n it one finds
descriptions of a ‘world-come-ofage’, in which humans operate autonomously, without
sensing a need to refer to either the divine grace or truth. In the world-come-of-age,
people no longer require God as a working hypothesis, whether in science, in human
affairs in general, or increasingly even in religion (8 June 1944 in DBWE 8: p. 267ff).
The older view of God as God-of-the-Gaps was false and as man became more and

more independent God was pushed out of increasingly larger dimensions of life, with

168 See DBWE 1: pp. 120, 157, 189; DBWE 2: p. IRBWE 12: p. 323See also Phillips (1967), p. 48.
169 <Cheap grace’, Bonhoeffer elaborates, ‘is preaching forgiveness without repentance, it is baptism
without the discipline of the community; it is the Lord’s Supper without confession of sin, it is absolution
without personal confession’ (DBWE 4: p. 44)
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theology retreating to the inner world of man. Bonhoeffer sought to provide a response
to the world-comesf-age and called for Christians to understand it better than it
understands itself (8 June 1944 in DBWE 8: p. 269ff). This was a distinctly modern
theology, attempting to come to terms with, orient and situate itself in a modern world,
which seemed to operate without God’s involvement, observed in the scientific

approach, but also in the terrors of both World Wars.

3.2.1 Concluding thought

In conclusion, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, as a theologian of the twentieth century, found his
place in the context of modern theology. His theological thought was influenced and to
some extent shaped by modernity, which affected his theological method, as well as the
content of his thought. At the same time, he critically evaluated and responded to
modernity. True to the character of modern theology, Bonhoeffer’s thought then

represents an engagement with modernity and its challenges, in the dialectical
relationship between Christianity and its cultural context. The next section will explore
his intellectual formation in this context, specifically the influence of the Theological
faculty at the University in Berlin upon Bonhoeffer’s theology of sociality and its

engagement with philosophy.
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3.3 Bonhoeffer’s intellectual formation

This section will discuss Bonhoeffer’s intellectual formation with a specific interest.

Rather than functioning as a general presentation of the various thinkers (or texts) which
have shaped or driven his thought, it will focus on a selection of particular thinkers
during his studies at the Friedrich Wilhelm University in Berlin who influenced

Bonhceffer’s sustained engagement with philosophy.

| thus begin with a declaration that the selection of thinkers which | consider is
purposefully limited, rather than extenst/&To attempt a thorough discussion of
Bonhoeffer’s intellectual grounding is beyond the scope of this thesis and also outside
of its aim!’* The content of this consideration is thus limited and determined by its aim,
which is to reflect upon the roots of Bonhoeffer’s theological exploration, appropriation
and engagement with philosophy. It is further limited by its scope, insofar as the latter is
undertaken alongside Zizek’s philosophical exploration, appropriation and engagement
with theology, and as part of a critical reading of that engagement between them. Its
consideration is thus properly restricted and stringent, in that it cannot provide a broader
consideration of Bonhoeffer’s philosophical influences, as much as it may be required
and desired’? Instead, the discussion will focus on the influence of the key members of
the theological faculty during his studies in Berlin, who shaped his philosophical
concern, content and manner. These liberal theological thinkemsst Toeltsch,

Reinhold Seeberg, and Adolf von Harnacktroduced and in a way projected

170 Indeed, neither was the list of thinkers considered with regards to Zizek’s formation.

1 There is a brief but helpful discussion, or at least naming, of attemptseimglevmore thorough
approach by Peter Frick in the introduction to Bighoeffer’s Intellectual Formation (2008, pp. 2-4).
172 Frick himself finds the existing attempts to provide an account of Bonhoeffer’s philosophical (rather
than theological) intellectual formation lackirigid., pp. 3-4).
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Bonhoeffer into a dialectical engagement with philosophical thinkers, such as Georg
Wilhelm Friedrich Hegelwhich also distinguished him from Barth’s dogmatic

perspective. Bonhoeffer’s engagement with Hegel in his Berlin dissertation Sanctorum
Communiowill be explored in the final chapter of this thesis, where it will also enable a

critical reading of the work alongside ZiZek’s thought.

3.3.1 The philosophical influence of the theologitdaculty at the University of Berlin

As observed in the previous section, the twentieth century was an age of transition from
the classical modernity of the nineteenth century to the postmodern culture of the
twentyirst century. At the time of Bonhoeffer’s arrival for his studies in Berlin, the

University there was a stronghold of nineteenth century liberal theology. Its theological
faculty boasted four prominent thinkers who were trained in the theology of Albrecht
Ritschl and represented various reactions to or modifications of his the&ghst

Troeltsch, Karl Holl, Reinhold Seeberg and Adolf von Harnack. They moved away

from Ritschl’s disinterest in culture and the philosophy of religion and his isolation of
theology from other intellectual disciplines (Mackintosh, 1937, pp. 181-183). For his
understanding of the decline of religidrrpeltsch drew upon Max Weber’s conception

of sociology and Neo-Kantian thought. By his concentration upon the church, the theme
of the redemptive community and seeking a synthesis with Hegelian metaphysics,
Seeberg placed a conservative view of church history at the service of the Liberal
Spirit.1”®Von Harnack, on the other hand, substituted Ritschl’s centrality of

ecclesiology for a broad sweep of cultural interests and an individual spirit which drew

173 This is observed in the lects Seeberg gave to students on ‘the principle truths of the Christian
religion’ in 1901-1902. See Cremer (1903).
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its strength from the heroic transcendence of history and nature. The thinking of all four
of them influenced Bonhoeffer’s own intellectual development, its philosophical

concern or orientation, content and manner, be it positively or negatively.

3.3.1.1 Ernst Troeltsch

It could be said that the systematic theologian of the History of Religions $¢hool

Ernst Troeltsch provided the most radical liberal reaction against Ritschl. Unlike von
Harnack and Seeberg, he did not look for an irreducible essence or absolute principles
of Christianity, but instead desired to complete the process initiated by Schleiermacher
and construct a modern Christianity under the auspices of philosophy of religion, the
psychological analysis of religious consciousness and the religious idea as it manifested
itself in history (Troeltsch, 1911, p. 6). Deeply influenced by Hegel, he argued that even
though Christianity is the highest religious form with its perfect expression of the unity
of God with man, it must recognize that it is limited and conditioned, and that its idea
can now maintain itself by means of its own intrinsic resources. Therefore, that idea

must be guarded against any ecclesiastical or religious encroachments:

If the absolute authority has fallen which, in its absoluteness, made the
antithesis of the divine and human equally absolute, if in man an
autonomous principle is recognized as the source of truth and moral
conduct, then all conceptions of the world which were specially designed
to maintain that gulf between the human and divine, fall along with it.
With it falls the doctrine of the absolute corruption of mankind through
original sin, and the transference of the ends of life to the heavenly world
in which there will be deliverance from this corruption. In consequence,
all the factors of this present life acquire an enhanced value and a higher
impressiveness, and the ends of life fall more and more within the realms

174 The term Religionsgeschichtliche Schule denoted a group of German Pidtestéogians associated
with the University of Goéttingen in late nineteenth century.
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of the present world with its ideal of transformation (Troeltsch, 1912, pp.
22-23).

The departure of this ‘absolute authority’ results in its place being taken by a ‘truth and
morality producing autonomous principle’ in Man that is not in the possession of any
religious or otherwise community. Troeltsch certainly had no illusions about the future
course of world history, the outcome of the growth of what he called ‘militaristic,
nationalistic bourgeois states’, but his emancipation rather recallgizek’s own

negativity of the Cross. Given its Hegelian dialectical motor, it is of no surprise that
Troeltsch’s argument here reminds one of Zizek’s own Hegelian model of religion,

where Christianity represents the final stage in the autonomy of Man, resulting in the
community of abandoned solidarity, without recourse to the big Other or indeed an
afterlife. This emphasis on the present life afnMvas at the forefront of Troeltsch’s
sociological approach to the doctrine of the church presentedinet®ziallehren der

christlichen Kirchen und Gruppd®ocial Teachings] (1923).

Even though Troeltsch died before Bonhoeffer could attend his lectures, his
thought very much pervaded the subjects on offer and influenced the topic and approach
of Bonhoeffer’s own dissertation — to produce an understanding of the church outside
the terms of general religious principles, setting forth its structure in terms of a
sociological analysis carried into the service of dogmatics. While Troeltsch focused on
the historicosociological shapes and conditions of the church, ‘the intrinsic sociological
idea of Christianity, and its structure and organization’ (Troeltsch, 1923, pp. 33-34),

Bonhoeffer wished to present a genuinely theological concept of the church, all the
while insisting that Troeltsch was correct in seeing the church as an empirical structure

because ‘revelation means nothing beyond, but an entity in this historically and
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sociologically shaped world’ (Bethge, 1963, p. 34). Taking over his sociological tools,
Bonhoeffer examined the spatial question of faith in community, rather than engaging in
discussion over the temporal problems of faith and history. LatEthinsand the

Letters he attempted to come to terms with the basic questions Troeltsch had raised.
Thus in the letter on Juné 8vhich outlines the implication of the world-come-of-age

for Christianity, Bonhoeffer stated to Bethge that liberal theology began to apprehend it,
specifically mentioning Troeltsch’s name in parenthesis (8 June, 1944 in DBWE 8: p.

428). Thus Troeltsch’s influence on the development of Bonhoeffer’s thought is not to

be overlooked and there are traces of it in all of his writings, but foremost in his

sociological and modermua contemporary orientation.

3.3.1.2 Reinhold Seeberg

This sociological concern with the modern man was certainly also characteristic of
Bonhoeffer’s dissertation supervisor and historian of dogma Reinhold Seeberg, who

taught at the University from 1898 to 1927, andUeisrbuch der Dogmengeschichte
[Text-Book of the History of Doctrines] (1953). The work represented an argument
against Ritschl’s dismissal of dogmatics, instead attempting to preserve the Christian

faith by expressing it in a form intelligible to modern man, a sort of rewriting of dogma
for a modern ag¥?® Yet what proved crucial for Bonhoeffer’s thought was Seeberg’s

focus on the moral and social dimensions of theological reflection, grounded in his

conviction that theology ought to be life-related and experience-focused rather than

175See Seeberg’s preface to the English translation of his Die Grundwahrheiten der christlichen Religion
(1908, pp. v-viii) Seeberg’s task was rooted in an understanding of the mind as the contact point between
man and God, a religious a priori possessing the intrinsic capacitgdoming aware of his being and
activity, which Bonhoeffer challenged Att and Being(1996). See also Seeberg, (1927a), p. 104 and
Bethge 1994, pp. 87-89.
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purely theoretical. He convinced Bonhoeffer about the social reality of existence, in
history and community. The disciple attended all of his systematic theology seminars,
where he observed his rigour and pursuit of knowledge, which led him to approach
Seeberg about supervisihg dissertation. This theme of sociality became Bonhoeffer’s

lens through which he considered theolddy.

Seeberg and Bonhoefftfer’s shared sociological conviction centred upon a
particular field of theology ecclesiology. Seeberg’s ecclesiology was part of his
dialectical historical understanding of the Trinity, wherein the church was understood as
the visible, tangible and incarnate Holy Spirit, and interpreted the social reality of
existence (Seeberg, 1927b, p. 357f)t was in this context that Bonhoeffer proposed
in his thesis a ‘Christian philosophy of spirit [...] that will provide a direction for
Christianphilosophy’ (DBWE 1, pp. 43-44 [30]). This proposal is masterfully laid out

in the prologue and deserving of a full quote:

The goal of the following ecclesiological study is a dogmatic-theological
reflection on the church in light of insights from social philosophy and
sociology. Creating a real conceptual connection between theology and
both social philosophy and sociology is the basic task and also the
difficulty in this essay, whose concrete subject matter is the idea of the
church as sanctorum communion. The dogmatic character of the work
prevails; both disciplines of social science are to be made fruitful for
theology.

Thus the basic problem can be defined as the problem of a
specifically Christian social philosophy and sociology. My intention is to
discuss neither a general sociology of religion, nor genetic-sociological
questions; rather, | intend to show that an inherently Christian social
philosophy and sociology, arising essentially out of fundamental

176 However, Green (1999, p. 24) is quick to rightly point out that theptaset of concepts Bonhoeffer
uses to explicate sociality are not simply taken over from Seeberg, butussien with others.

177 This thoroughly Hegelian understanding of the church, in contrast to ZiZek, results in Seeberg’s

attempt to relate the significance of the church to history in general.
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concepts of Christian theology, is most fully articulated in the concept of
the church.

The more | have focused on this problem, the more clearly | have
recognized the social intention of all fundamental Christian concepts.
‘Person’, ‘primal state’, ‘sin’, and ‘revelation’ appeared fully
understandable only in relation to sociality.].

| hope this study will be seen as a modest contribution to a
‘philosophy of the church’ as was recently called for by Reinhold
Seeberg in his Christliche Dogmatik [cf. Seeberg, Dogmatik, 2, 385],
namely one which not only clarifies the nature of the church and of
religious community, but which ‘would result in new understanding of
the cohesion of the spirit of humanity.]. My [...] wish in presenting
this study is to contribute something to the understanding that our church,
profoundly impoverished and helpless though it appears today, is
nevertheless the sanctorum communion, the holy body of Christ, even
Christ’s very presence in the world (DBWE 1, pp. 22-23 [5]).

Bonhoeffer’s conviction regarding‘the social intention of all fundamental Christian

concepts’,17®

as well as his desire to develop ‘a real conceptual connection between
theology and bth social philosophy and sociology’, speaks strongly of Seeberg’s
influence upon the form of his thought and also his later explorations of questions about

what it means to be human in the concrete contingencies of life.

Following the completion ocfanctorum Communjd&Seeberg suggested that
Bonhoeffer proceed with a historical investigation of ethics, such as the ethics of
Scholasticism, or to move onto discussing the method of interpretation of Scripture
(Bethge, 1967, p. 132). Instead, Bonhoeffer’s Act and Being(1996)discussed God’s
revelation epistemologically in light of the clash between the transcendental philosophy

of liberal theology and Barth’s scepticism about its capacity for critical reflection (to be

178 According to Richard Roberts (2005, pp. 359, it also qualifiessanctorum Communias a classic
illuminating the relation between theology and the social sciences.
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discussed latery® Thus Bonhoeffer’s second dissertation was not supervised by
Seeberg, but by his successor Wilhelm Litgert. Bethge (1967, pp. 69-72) remarks that
after 1933, when the national socialists made expansion of the German Reich their
official policy and some of Seeberg’s thoughts on community appealed to values that
nurtured nationalism, Bonhoeffer’s break with the latter became complete. Nonetheless,
Seeberg’s influence upon the form and philosophical orientation of Bonhoeffer’s

thought should not be overlooké&.

3.3.1.3 Von Harnack

Finally, and of no less importance, was the influence of the church historian Adolf von
Harnack!8! Of Bonhoeffer’s Berlin professors, von Harnack alone had a personal
relationship to his family he was a friend dBonhoeffer’s father and both families

lived in Grunewald, which was a neighbourhood of acadetftasiter retiring from
teaching at Berlin (from 1888 until 1921), he personally chose Bonhoeffer as one of a
handful of students who worked with him in his seminars on church history after
retirement. The latter described the experience in a letter as ‘too closely associated with

my whole personality for me to be able ever to forget it’ (Bethge, 1967, p. 34). It is

179 A thorough presentation of Bonhoeffer’s second dissertation can be found in ‘Bonhoeffer's Act and
Being: The Priority of the Other as Critique of Idealism’, in Floyd (1988

180\olume 17 ofBDWE: Register und Erganzungdists a total of 168 references to Seeberg, 134 of
these beforéct and Being This goes to show the influence the latter has had on Bonhoeffer’s formation
as a thinker, not onlys a teacher, but also in Bonhoeffer’s challenge of or response to his thought.
181\/olume 17 of the German edition BDWE: Register und Erganzungésts 134 references to
Harnack. Unlike those to Seeberg,sbappear throughoWonhoeffer’s writings, after the publication of
his second dissertation. Certainly, he remains in Bonhoeffer’s view an influence of a much more positive
disposition.

182 A description of the personal relationship between them is beyorsddpe of this thesis. For an
insight into that, see Bethge (1967, p..72)
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understandable, then, that viarnack strongly influenced Bonhoeffer’s intellectual

development.

Von Harnack’s thought was characteristically liberal insofar as his thought in
pursuit of knowledge was without limits and marked by a confidence in the human spirit
and ability to pursue objectivity under the scrutiny of red§dm contrast to
Troeltsch’s understanding of dogmatic theology as a possibility for neo-Protestantism,
or Seebergs redrafting of dogma in modern metaphysical language, he adopted yet a
different approach. Hisehrbuch der DogmengeschicHtdistory of Dogmg (1890)
narrated the history of dogma as an obscuration of the Gospel through Hellenization,

concluding that the task of contemporary theology is to continue destroying dogma:

Moving forward, Christianity must learn that even in religion the
simplest is the hardest, and that everything that burdens religion only
blunts its gravity. Therefore, the goal of all Christian work, even of all
theological work, can only be thisto discern ever more distinctly the
simplicity and the gravity of the Gospel, in order to become ever purer
and livelier in spirit, and ever more loving and brotherly in action (von
Harnack, 1890, p. 764%*

With that conviction he founded in 1891 the Commission on the Church Fathers,
intending to publish a critical edition of the Greco-Christian literature up to the year

32518 one which would instead focus on the way belief shapes one’s life. Bonhoeffer

183 A good account of voHarnack’s liberal theology can be found in Rumscheidt’s Adolf von Harnack:
Liberal Theology at its HeighfL988).

184 This is my own translation of the original Germ&wftschreitend muss die Christenheit lernen, dass
auch in der Religion das Einfachste das Schwessteind dass Alles, was die Religion belastet,nhre
Ernst abstumpft. Darum kann das Ziel aller chrisiin Arbeit, auch aller theologischen, nur das,sein
immer sicherer die Schlichtheit und den Ernst desrigeliums zu erkennen, um in der Gesinnung immer
reiner und lebendiger, in der That immer liebevolled bruderlicher zu wardgror von Harnack, the
archetypal hero was Luther, who discarded dogma and substitutediit éoangelical viewil{id., pp.
691-764).

185 By 1924 forty-five volumes had appeared, most of them editegibyHarnack himself.
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admired the epistemological rigour with which the church historian sought to engage or
present theology to the modern man. Of particular influence waHat@ack’s positive
perception of ‘the world’, compared to the isolationist attitude of his teachers —

something he clearly expressed in the text of his address &lavoark’s funeral

(DBWE 10: pp. 379-381).

While the influence of voilarnack on Bonhoeffer’s intellectual formation was
immense and multifocaP® it is within the remit of this section (as outlined above) to
focus on the following areas of Bonhoeftethought, which have been shaped by his
teacher: his ethical concern oriented towards action, the maturity of the world come-of-

age, the notion of arcane discipline and the emphagdissasi humanity.

The ethical orientation of Bonhoeffer’s thought was already visible (and will be
discussed in Chapter 4) 8anctorum Communjovhere Christ existing as community
poses the question of how the community should®atiater, at the end of his stay at
Union Seminary, Bonhoeffer set ar understanding of the import of Christianity for
the world as the deciding contribution of American Christianity: ‘Taking seriously the
kingdom of God as a kingdom on earth is biblically sound and is justified compared to
an understanding of the kingdom as one beyond” (DBWE 12: p. 241). Indeed, in all

Bonhoeffer’s works the ethical, and specifically questions of ethical implications of

186 Rumscheidt delivers a glimpse into vidarnack’s influence in the formation of Bonhoeffer’s theology
in theCambridge Companion to Dietrich Bonhoeff@umscheidt, 1999, pp. 50-70 at p. 54). A very
helpful introduction to Harnackian charactéis of Bonhoeffer’s thought can be found in Kalternborn’s
(1973) illuminating study of voRlarnack as Bonhoeffer’s teacher. See in particular pp. 125-128 and the
more detailed analysis that followslternatively, Kaltenborn’s brief contribution to Klassen in English
relies on that work. Se@dolf von Harnack and Bonhoeffer’ in Klassen (1981), pp. 4857.

187 For Bonhoeffer the emphasis lies on community, rather thafwenack’s individual. That does not
mean that Bonhoeffer ignores the individual, tather that the two are inseparable.
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Christianity, assume utmost importance. Bonhoeffer contemplates the gravity of the

ethical in contrast to knowledge of good and baBthik:

The knowledge of good and evil appears to be the goal of all ethical
reflection. The first task of Christian ethics is to supersede that
knowledge. This attack on the presuppositions of all other ethics is so
unigue that it is questionable whether it even makes sense to speak of
Christian ethics at all. If it is nevertheless done, then this can only mean
that Christian ethics claims to articulate the origin of the whole ethical
enterprise, and thus to be considered an ethic only as the critique of all
ethics (DBWE 6: pp. 299-300).

This understanding of Christianity’s subversion of the ethical preoccupation with the
knowledge of good and evil lends itself to Zizek’s own reading of the atonement as an
act suspending thealv, or in Bonhoeffer’s words, ‘a critique of all ethics’ (ibid.).
Indeed, it can be read as a critique of modernity’s preoccupation with knowledge (as an

act).

The described ethical orientation is situated within a world which, for both von

Harnack and Bonhoeffer, is characterised by maturity or has obage.In both of

their thought, this concept dindigkeit, that is maturity or comef-ageness, performs

a crucial function in understanding Christianity today. Thus, iB&ischt Uber die
Ausgabe der griechischen Kirchenvater der dreie@rdahrhundertezon Harnack

argues that of all religions Christianity best expressebithealigkeit of the Greeks and
Romans (1906¢c, p. 166). He also remarks that it is unworthy of a people come-of-age
‘to be patronized and bound to the inner spheres of religion’ (ibid., pp. 89-90)28 For

Bonhoeffer also the maturity of the world engages or co-determines the purpose of

188 My own translation of the original Germama{if dem innerlichsten gebiete, dem der Religion,
bewrmundet und gebunden zu werden’].

174



ecclesiology, its role and identity today. The church, he conterithily can no longer
be the purpose in and of itself, but exists for the world that has obage!® If it fails
to do so, it also profanes the gospel, which itself has brought the world to maturity. Here

Is how he then expresses this agaiiihe Letters

Thus our coming of age leads us to a truer recognition of our situation
before God. God would have us know that we must live as men who
manage their lives without him. The same God who is with us is the God
who forsakes us (Mark 15:34!). The same God who makes us to live in
the world without the working hypothesis of God is the God before
whom we stand continually. Before God, and with God, we live without
God. God consents to be pushed out of the world and onto the Cross;
God is weak and powerless in the world and in precisely this way, and
only so, is at our side and helps us. Matt. 8:17 makes it quite clear that
Christ helps us not by virtue of his omnipotence but rather by virtue of
his weakness and suffering! (16 July, 1944 in DBWE 8: pp. 478-479

Conviction about thdiindigkeitof the world plays a part in another sphere of von
HarnacKs influence— Bonhoeffer’s concept of ‘arcane discipline” protecting the riches

of Christianity from profanation. Thus Bonhoeffer’s contention on 5 May 1944 that

‘there are degrees of cognition and degrees of significance. That means, &arcane

discipline’ must be re-established, through which the mysteries of the Christian faith are
sheltered against profanation’ (5 May, 1944 in DBWE 8: p. 375 can be read

alongside vorHarnack’s contention thatwhat matters is not the form but the reverence
with which one lays hold of the mystery of the person of Christ and then submits one’s

life to the spirit of Christ(1906a, p. 296).1%! The parallelism in the wording is not

189 See ‘Church and World I’ in DBWE 6, pp. 339-351and ‘On the Possibility of the Church’s Message
to the World’ in DBWE 6, pp. 352-362.

190 See als@taats 1981), p. 105.

181 My own translation of the original German: [Nicht auf die Fassung korsmhgesondern auf die
Ehrfurcht, mit der man das Geheimnis der Person Christi umfasst und elas e@ben unter den Geist
Christi beugt].
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coincidental, even though ‘profanation‘ is perceived differently— by Harnack in relation

to those segments of the church that held to some form of untouchable orthodoxy (von
Zahn-Harnack, 1951, p. 131), while Bonhoeffer argued for a protection from the
assertions of German Christians that what was being carried out in Germany was the
will of God. In light of this Bonhoeffer calls for an intellectual discussion that will

challenge the world:

It is not for us to predict the daybut the day will come when people

will once more be called to speak the word of God in such a way that the
world is changed and renewed. It will be a new language, perhaps quite
non+eligious, but liberating and redeeming like Jesus’ language, so that

people will be alarmed and yet overcome by its powtée language of

a new righteousness and truth, a language proclaiming that God makes
peace with humankind and that Goklingdom is drawing near (18 May,

1944 in DBWE 8: p. 390).

Finally, Bonhoeffer’s thought reflects von Harrack’s emphasis on the humanity of

Jesus. Admittedly, voHarnack prioritizes Christ’s human nature when he says:

[T]he thesis: ‘the life of Jesus was not purely human’, can only mean: the

life of Jesus offers brush-strokes, for which our history does not possess
any analogies. Any other formulation is not permitted or possible for a
scientific man [..] (von Zahn-Harnack, 1951, p. 1875

or indeed ‘If you are assuming that the life of Jesus was not purely human, you also
deprive it of its peculiarity’ (von Harnack, 1906¢, p. 22333 In contrast, Bonhoeffer

maintains that the humanity of Jesus cannot be separated from his dfinity.

192 My own translation of the original Germdn:. die These: ‘das Leben Jesu war kein rein
menschliches’ darf nur lauten: Das Leben Jesu bietet Ziige, fiir die wir in der Geschichte Analogien nicht
besitzen. Eine atere Formulierung kann und darf ein wissenchaftlicher Mann nicht brauchen...].

183 My own translation of the original German: [Behauptest Du, das Lebeséidszin rein
menschliches, so entziehst Du auch dem Glauben sein Eigentiimliches...]

194 See, for exampleéThe Image of Christ” in DBWE 4, pp. 281289.
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Nonetheless, there remains an emphasis on the humanity of Jesus, fully expréssed in

Letters where he writes to Bethge:

In the last few years | have come to know and understand more and more
of the profound this-worldliness of Christianity. The Christian is not a
homo religiosus, but simply a human being, in the same way that Jesus
was a human beingin contrast, perhaps, to John the Baptist (21 July
1944 DBWE 8, p. 541).

By positioning the humanity of Jesus in contrast to the Baptist and designatiggrtbe
religiosusas negative, Bonhoeffer seeks to protect the humanity of Jesus against any
‘religionalising’ imposition of religion. In other words, Christ’s humanity ought to be
presented together with his divinity, whilst refusing to be overtaken by it, for it alone

prevents any invocation of the ‘deus ex machina’:

Human religiosity directs people in need to the power of God in the
world: God as deus ex machina. The Bible directs people toward the
powerlessness and suffering of God; only the suffering God can help (16
July 1944 DBWE 8, p. 479§°

What remains is the paradox of pointing at the man Jesus and proclaiming that this is
God (DBWE 4: p. 225), the man existing for others, rather than man in himself. In
Outline of a Book3 August 1944 DBWE 8: pp. 499-504), Bonhoeffer writes under

Chapter Three

The church [..] must tell people in every calling what a life with Christ
is, what it means ‘to be there for others’ [...] It will have to see that it
does not underestimate the significance of the human ‘example’ (which

195 “The Incarnation, Jesus’ words and deeds, and his death on the Cross are integral elements of this
image. It is an image different from the image of Adam in the origjiloay of paradise. It is the imagé o
one who places himself in the very midst of the world of sinceadh, who takes on the needs of human
flesh, who humbly submits to God’s wrath and judgment over sinners, who remains obedient to God’s

will in suffering and death; the one born in poverty, who befriendddsanat the table to eat with tax
collectors and sinners, and who, on the Cross, was rejected and abangd@uetland human beings

this is God in human form, this is the human being whoes#w image of God(DBWE 4, p. 284)
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has its origin in the humanity of Jesus and is so important in Paul’s

writings!) (ibid., pp. 503-504).
Another letter deserving of mention can be directly compared witbdlsé/Nesen des
Christentumsin which vonHarnack wishes ‘to remind humanity over and again that a
man named Jesus Christ was in their miggin Harnack, 1902, p. 1). On 21 August
1944 Bonhoeffer writes]f this earth was deemed worthy to bear the human being
Jesus Christ, if a human being like Jesus lived, then and only then does our life as
human beings have meanin@1 August 1944 in DBWE 8: p. 515). Despite their
differences in relation to the divine nature of Jesus, Bonhoeffer very much shared the

emphasis on his humanity with von Harnack, both in implication and application.

Perhaps their difference in relation to the divine is illuminated even further by
Bonhoeffer’s criticism of von Harnack’s overt confidence in the human ability to
comprehend. Rumscheidt describes this confidence as falfgiu$ liberal theology
[...] the distance between the knower and the knawhi$ reduced to the extent that
what is known cannot be a limit on the knower’ (Rumscheidt, 1999, p. 54). Bonhoeffer,
however, in his notion of sociality ®anctorum Communi(DBWE 1: p. 51) and then
again inAct and Being(DBWE 2: p. 88), argues for limits that are imposed by the other
and are as such insurmountable methodologically and ethically. He concludes that when
those limits are transgressed, as in the case ofwnrack’s confident liberal theology,
it is revealed that the subject does not know the etnean orGod - epistemologically

at all, but knows only oneself.
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Bonhoeffer’s references to von Harnack began to recede with Karl Barth’s
prominence in his thought from the late 192841owever, as Bethge reports,Tihe
Lettersthe references pick up again, due to Bonhoeffer’s desire ‘to become better
acquainted with particular aspects of nineteenth-century literature and rehabilitate the
tradition of the forefathers, from Keller to Harnack, from Pestalozzi to Dilthey, over
against more modern existentialist tendencies’ (Bethge, 1967, pp. 844-846). Amongst
works of others, Bonhoeffer asked for Harnack’s Geschichte der Koniglich
Preussischen Akademj&he History of the Prussian Academy of Sciences] (1900)
and expressing a sadness that so few people appreciate the intellectual achievements of
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries (29-30 January, 2 March 1944, in DBW 8: p.
279, p. 316). This comment reveals the continued influence and context of von Harnack
within which Bonhoeffer developed the orientation, concern and emphasis of his own

thought.

3.3.2 Conclusion for the Berlin section

It has hopefully become clear that Bonhoeffer’s Berlin faculty has left an immense
intellectual imprint on the development, content and overall concern of his work.
Bethge sums up the formative influences as follows: ‘Troeltsch’s interest in the

sociological realities of Christianity,.[] Harnack’s intellectual incorruptibility, and

196This was not solely down to Barth, but also due to the political circunetaargues Bethge. (1967, p.
126). Having said that, while voHarnack’s influence receded, it certainly wasn’t absent. Thus in his
‘lectures on the History of twentieth-centurysystematic theology’ he devotes an entire chapter to “Wesen

des Christentums’.

197Vvon Harnack was asked to write the work in connection with the celebuodtitm200th anniversary

in 1900, because of his contribution to the natural and medical sciendke fnussian Academy of
Sciences. He was a member of the Prussian Academy of Sciences indetitor of the Prussian State
Library and president of the Kaiser Wilhelm Society (now the Max Planck Socidtyeférdvancement
of Science) after 1911.
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Seeberg’s philosophical openness’ (Bethge, 1963, p. 28). As already acknowledged, my
focus has been on their contribution to Bonhoeffer’s sustained engagement of theology

with philosophy and his understanding of the church and sociological realities of
Christianity in a mature modern world, including the corresponding interpretation of
dogma. Bonhoeffer’s interest in philosophy, evident already at the time of his secondary
education, was nurtured and developed further by the theological faculty in Berlin,
embodying the period’s special relationship between philosophy and theoloby.

contend that an understanding of this background is necessary in order to fully
appreciate the philosophical dimension of his thought, observed in statements such as
‘The church is church only when it is there for others’ (3 August 1944 DBWE &: p.

503). Indeed, his intellectual formation at Berlin serves as the ground farhnist

existing as churckemmunity’ (DBWE 1: p. 121), the key principle around which his

thought revolves. Thus, importantly, what started as a term in Hegelian dialectics under
Seeberg, became an essential concept for Bonhoeffer’s growing understanding of

sociality, first embodied in his dissertatiSanctorum Communidrlhis will be

examined in Chapter 4, when his engagement with Hegel wilkalzble a critical

reading of the work alongside Zizek’s thought. For now, however, a supplementary note

on Hegel’s influence is in order, since he is not among the most common thinkers

consulted in consideration of Bonhoeffer’s intellectual formation.

3.3.3 Supplementary note on the influence of Hegel
As already observed in Section 3.8m3Bonhoeffer’s context, Hegel shaped the
intellectual modern theological environment and his idealist philosophy had an

important part to play in the developmentianntent of Bonhoeffer’s thought at
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Berlin 1% Unfortunately, Hegel has not been given the appropriate attention in
examinations of Bonhoeffer’s intellectual formation, something Jacob Holm links to an
uncritical acceptance of the simplified opposition between Bonhoeffer and Hegel that
persisted until the 1980s (Holm, 2002, pp. 64-65). Thus, for example, in his early
account of Bonhoeffer’s intellectual biography, Bethge claims that Bonhoeffer’s second
dissertation is ‘basically addressing philosophers, whom he schematically finds guilty of
the original sin of idealism, namely imprisonment in the self’(Bethge, 1967, p. 97).1%°

Perhaps Bonhoeffer’s own early treatment of Hegel contributed to that insofar as

Sanctorum Communitacks most references to specific texts but also fails to

substantiate his generalizations about Hegel and the diverse movement of German
idealism (See Marsh, 1994, p. 89). Furthermore, an examination of his footnotes reveals
that he mostly relies upon others’ presentation of Hegel.2°° Possibly a combination of all

these contributed to a lack @fnsideration of Hegel’s influence upon the development

of Bonhoeffer’s thought.

Change came about after the publication of Oswald Bayer’s article ‘Christus als
Mitte: Ethik im Banne der Relighsphilosophie Hegels’ in 1985 (later published as a
chapter in higeibliches Wort 1992, pp. 245-260), evidenced by the publication of

student notes from Bonhoeffer’s 1933 lectures on Hegel’s Philosophy of Religionn

198 For an introduction to Hegel and Bonhoeffer see Floyd (2008),3sp18.

199 Admittedly, Bethge goes on to say that the philosophers did notisedhemselves in this
characterisation, and later sitiwith criticsof Bonhoeffer’s conceptual oversimplifications (pp. 9B9).
200 For example, a heavy reliance upon Emmanuel Hirsch is observable in Bonhoeffer’s criticism of the
idealist misconception of the subject, including a brief outline of the neguwlistorted community in
which individuals surrender absolutely and dissolve into it. DBWE 198-198 cf. Hirsct{1926), p.
66f.
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1988 adietrich Bonhoeffers Hegel-Semin&Fodt, 1988)°! Those very lectures reveal
an appreciation for Hegel, whose thought is to be ‘judged as a whole’.202 After that, in

the 90s, Charles Marsh examined the way Bonhoeffer read his own idea of Christian
community inAkt und Seinagainst Hegdés.?°® Holm concluded his 2002 observation
with the statement that Hegel’s positive impact upon Bonhoeffer is still not fully

recognized or even acknowledged (Holm, 2002, p. 65).

The final chapter of this thesis will thus highlight that rather than a matter of
simple disagreement, Bonhoeffer’s treatment of Hegel in Sanctorum Communits also
an attempt to develop his thoudftMarsh aptly observes that his approach is ‘less
concerned with overcoming Hegel than in thinking along with the philosopher on the
meaning of God’s presence in the complex drama of divine worldliness’ (Marsh, 1994,
p. 91). Consequently, as will be observed, Bonhoeffer’s own thoughts are distinctly
Hegelian and retain that form and dialectically tense content, even while being
developedindeed, Bonhoeffer’s engagement with Hegel and the sociological structure
of the church functions as a necessary social philosophical background of and formal

model for his later thought, includirithe Letters’®® In a way, then, it is entirely

201 These student notes reveal Bonhoeffer’s interest in the theological dimensions of Phenomenology of
Spirit andLectures in the Philosophy of Religion

2020n an occasn when a student in Bonhoeffer’s class pointed out a passage in Hegel that he deemed as
non-christian [nichtchristlich], and thus dismissing his PhilogagReligion, Bonhoeffer responded:
‘Man soll einen Autor nicht von einem negative Satz aus angreifen oder interpretieren; man soll fragen,
was er mit dem Ganzen meint oder will’ [One ought not to attack or interpret an author solely on the basis
of a negative sentence; but rather inquire about its meaning or puribicselp( 137).

203 <Christ as the Mediation of the Other’ in Marsh (1994), pp. 81-110.

2041 am far from arguing that Bonhoeffer wasn’t critical of Hegel, but rather pointing out how Hegel still
shapes his thought positively rather than merely negatively. For an lexahgpstraightforward critique
of Hegel, se@he Lettersl6 July 1944 in DBWE 8: p. 477, wh@meBonhoeffer accuses Hegel of
pantheism {ant is basically a deist; Fichte and Hegel are pantheists’).

205 Cf, Marsh (1994), p. 175, n. 11.
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appropriate to at least discuss Bonhoeffer as a Hedgéfiamen though his

development or appropriation of Hegel is creative and critical. Hopefully, the final
chapter will contribute- albeit in a very limited way as this is not its primary aino

the demonstration of the foundational role Hegel has played in the development of
Bonhoeffer’s thought, for the latter’s engagement with Hegel’s communitarianism, be it

in reaction to his understanding of the subject-object relationship or the utilization of the

concept of objective spirit, is indispensable and highly formative.

3.3.4 Addendum: the influence of Karl Barth

While liberal theology had an immense impact on Bonhoeffer’s intellectual formation

and his appreciation of it was clear, he also saw and challenged its shortcoming.
Reflecting on his post-WW1 context, he disagreed with its anthropological optimism
and reduction of religion to man at the expense of God, who was considered as
ultimately unknowable. This he later clearly expressethmLetters stating that liberal
theology was confined to the self, individualistic and inward, insofar as it attempted to
preserve God’s place ‘at least in the realm of the “persondl, the“inner life”’, the

“private spherg (8 July, 1944 in DBWE 8: p. 455). This was alarming for Bonhoeffer,

as it implied spheres in life where God was absent or forced out. He was adamant that
God, that is Christ, cannot be excluded from the world. The distance between him and

Seeberg grew ever more decisive, leading to a ‘break’ in 1933.

In response to this shift Bonhoeffer recognized the value of the Swiss pastor and

theologian Karl Barth’s (1886-1968) emphasis upon revelation as a way to maintain

206 Marsh has observed ‘whether Bonhoeffer turns out to be a Hegelian by default is a question that must
not be ignored(ibid., p. 80).
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God as wholly Othet?” Thus, in his 1930s essdffhe Theology of Crisis and its

Attitude Toward Phosophy and Science’ (DBWE 10: pp. 462-476), where he set forth
Barth’s position against that of idealism, Bonhoeffaunderstood liberal theology’s

idealist religious structures as mere attempts to avoid the embarrassment of revelation,
by circumventing it philosophically and rendering it superfludlisi ( pp. 464-465).

This perception was shaped by Barth’s conviction that the starting point of theology was

not human religious experience, but the Word of a transcendent God, marking a
dialectical theology that emphasised the infinite distance between the human and the
divine and making any understanding of our knowledge of God paradoxical in
character, because it was selthenticated through God’s revelation. Not only was God

the object structuring man, Barth argued, but man was at the same time the subject
directed by the recognition of faith in the objective reality of God (Barth, 1933, p.
28) 2% This inversion of the meaning of subject and object enabled the possibility of the
dogmatic understanding, validating speech about God in his action (Barth, 1960, p.
171). Barth was thus able to maintain bGthd’s objective reality as wholly Other and

his communicability (Barth, 1933, pp. 6-11). This attracted the young Bonhoeffer, who

was disillusioned with liberal theology’s placement of God’s transcendence under the

207 Barth rebelled against nineteenth century liberal subjectivism and exegasispitcupation with
historical authenticity of texts and their cultural reinterpretation, as moralistiodinatlualistic
reductionism, imprisoning God in man’s consciousness; seeBarth (1933), pp. 6-10. The contentious
relationship between the liberal theological faculty in Berlin and the upstart thegésggn display in a
public exchange of letters between Barth and Adolf von Harnack dBR®), as discussed in 3.2. on pp.
160161

208 Having said that, for &th God is also the subject who is revealed. For a helpful analysis of Barth’s

use of subject-object terminology as applied to God, see ChapteBvbwh’s Subject and Object in
Modern Theology1955).
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control of the subject, who asserts its boundlessness and autonomy, making himself

God and other men his creatures.

The impact of Batt on Bonhoeffer’s thought began to be felt after the young
student’s first semester in Berlin, even though Barth was absent from the curricula of
his professors. In 1924 he discovered Barth’s Der RomerbriefThe Epistle to the
Romans] (1933) anbDas Wort Gottes und die Theolodiehe Word of God and the
Word of Man] (1925). Following that, he obtained notes from lectures Barth would
publish aProlegomena zu€hristlichen DogmatikProlegomena to Christian
Dogmatics] (1975). This encounter shaped the dewedot of Bonhoeffer’s theological
approach, as was expressed in a classroom discussion of Barth’s theology in which
Bonhoeffer contradicted vdrarnack ‘politely, but on objective theological grounds,’
(Bethge, 1994, p. 67), and in vblarnack’s warning to Bonhoeffer about the threat
posed by ‘contempt for academic theology and by unscholarly theologies’ (DBWE 10:
pp. 196-197). In 1928 Bonhoeffer offered a Barthian assessment of religion as sinful
selfjustification and the very antithesis of faith. ‘In this sense,” he contended, ‘religion
and morality can become the most dangerous enemy of God’s coming to human beings,
the most dangerous enemy of the Christian message of good news’ (ibid., p. 353). Later,
during his visit at Union Theological Seminary in New York, he became known as an
apologist for Barth’s theology,?°® and, upon his return in 1931, a personal relationship
between them was established. Bonhoeffer travelled to Bonn and anonymously attended

one of Barth’s lectures. Catching his attention with a quotation from Luther, Bonhoeffer

209 This is exemplified in the above-mentioned semifitie Theology of Crisis and its Attitude to
Philosophy and Science’. See DBWE 10, pp. 462476.
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was invited to Barth’s home for dinner and conversation, and what followed was a

theological relationship of meetings and correspondence over the ensuing years. During
that time Barth’s thought impacted Bonhoeffer significantly?'° as is clearly seen by his
decision to include a detailed presentation of Barthian thought into his Berlin lectures

on the history of 20century systematic theology in early 1932.

Yet, it is important to note that although Bonhoeffer was and still is referred to
as a Barthian (e.dpy Pangritz, 2008), it is perhaps more accurate to see him as charting
his own course in the charged space between liberalism and Barth’s own dialectical
theology?'! Thus, while he accepted the basic outline of dialaktieology, he was
highly critical with regards to its positive content, specifically the churcBahttorum
Communioand then also iAct and Being Bonhoeffer expressed a corrective of
shortcomings in the dialectical method for failure to uphold the church as the

‘community of revelation’, insofar as Christ exists as the church:

When works on doctrinal theology end by presenting the concept of the
church as a necessary consequence of the Protestant faith, this must not
imply anything other than the inner connection between the reality of the
church and the entire reality of revelation. Only if the concept of God is
understood to be incomprehensible when exclusively connected to the
concept of the church is it permitted, for technical reasons of
presentation, to 'derive’ the latter from the former. In order to establish
clarity about the inner logic of theological construction, it would be good
for once if a presentation of doctrinal theology were not to start with the
doctrine of God but with the doctrine of the church (DBWE 1: p. 134).

20For a general discussion of Barth’s impact on Bonhoeffer see Pangritz’s Karl Barth in the Theology of
Dietrich Bonhoeffer(2000). For examples of interpretations of the relationship betweenawatth
Bonhoeffer se®renter’s ‘Dietrich Bonhoeffer and Karl Barth’s Positivism of Revelation’ (1967), pp. 93-
130, and Ott’s Reality and Faitf{1972, pp. 58-61, 12042).

211 Green’s Bonhoeffer: A Theology of Socialit§1999) attempts to presdBibnhoeffer’s sociality in
contrast to Barth.
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Bonhoeffer struggled with the appropriateness of Barth’s description of the church as an
institution in which ‘human indifference, misunderstanding and opposition attain their

most sublime and their most naive form’ (Barth, 1933, p. 418). The cited criticism is far
deeper than a mere defence of the church as the locus of revelation, for it highlights
dialectical theology’s individualistic tendencies. While it did direct attention from man
towards God, it did so at the expense of attention towards community within which this
revelation takes place, despite its sinfulness (DBWE 1: p. 126). When Barth published
his Die Kirchliche Dogmatij Church Dogmatids this became even clearer, for the
church was presented as a parable which pointed to God’s action, but in no way

participated in i€'? While Barth’s picture of God’s transcendence was formal and

impersonal, where he is bound by nothing, utterly free and unconditioned, Bonhoeffer’s

God was personal, not a formal construction, who offered himself to-thamevealed
himself within a community of man through faftt.God is indeed met in Christ,
Bonhoeffer argued, but insofar as the church is the contemporary Christ, he is met in the
church. That way revelation of the transcendent is concrete, not located in the

transcendent, but in Christ who is met in the commut#ftizar from a mere follower of

212 Barth (2010b), p. 779To be sure, it [the Church] is not itself the Good Samaritan who has come into
the world as the Saviour, active not for Himself but only for it in thenaaand the power of God. And
it [the Church] is well advised not to try to play this role. But it is gatthe@nd upbuilt by this Good
Samaritan for active service on His behalf, and it is actually sent out inwtltkein this service. If it
camot do what He does, and it should not pretend it can, it may and should fbtioim what He does.
It may and should be obedient to His commniand

213 See‘The Mode of Being of Revelation in the Church’ in DBWE 2: pp. 11-116. As we shall see in 4.1
this is closer to a Hegelian understanding of the church.

214 Bonhoeffer also extrapolated this import of Barth’s claim that no finite historical moment is capable of
the infinite. He wonders whether this contention does not rule out concreteagithipsoclamation, given
that ‘empirical human activity — be it faith, obedience is at best a reference to God’s activity and in its
historicity can never be faith and obedience itself’. See Bethgel@94, p. 182.
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Barth, Bonhoeffer outlined his own theological approach not only in reference to, but

also against, the positive content of Barth’s dialectical theology.

Bonhoeffer’s criticism points out the profoundly Christological disagreement
with Barth, which became ever so clear in Bonhoeffer’s later writings, such as The
Letters where Christ exists solely for others, the suffering one who gives himself to the
world.?'® However, Bonheffer’s critical approach was evident already in his lecture at
Union, where he attacked dialectical theology’s methodological problems inherent in a
position that never portrays God as an object approachable through formal or cognitive
presuppositions (Bethge, 1994, p. 114). Indeed, Barth rejected all theological,
philosophical, cultural and especially ecclesiological structures which owed their
conceptions to the positing of a continuity between God and man. Bonhoeffer, in turn,
argued that some philosophical formulation is necessary in order to describe revelation,
otherwise one risks losing touch with reality. Even Barth, he points out, in his
description of revelatiorysed elements from ‘idealism [which] sees God as eternal
subject, [and from] realisiwhich sees reality as transcendent object’ (ibid., p. 123),
thus enabling a convergence of essential subjectivity and the most objective reality. The
lecture shows Bonhoeffer following the lines of Barthian dogmatic, but also reveals a
concern that speech about God must be able to cope with philosophical questions about
speech as such. This contention was further developHEtkihetterswhere Bonhoeffer
wondered whether Barth’s positivism of revelation doesn’t ultimately end up in a purely
detached speculative abstraction (DBWE 8: pp. 373, 428-431). If, as Barth indicated in

Church Dogmaticsobjective revelation becomes all-inclusive so that every biblical

215 See DBWE 8: pp. 373, 501, 503-504.
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passage has its own self-evident worth, it no longer has any verification in reality.
Bonhoeffer istead wished to acknowledge theology’s dialogical relationship with the

reality [Wirklichkeit] of the everyday worl&® As he wrote on 30 April 1944: “for the

working person or any person who is without religion, nothing decisive has been gained

here [positvism of revelation]’ (30 April 1944 in DBWE 8: p. 364).27

To summarize Bonhoeffer’s criticism of Barth, it suffices to say that Bonhoeffer
was disapproving of dialectical theology’s neglect of the critical questions posed by
liberal theology, specifically the sociological dimensions of church, interaction with the
world and other disciplines and interpretation of dogrtiae very concerns of this
thesis. Neglect of these resulted in an inability to ground an ontology in Christ, provide
a dogmatic base for the empirical church and develop a concrete ethic. While
Bonhoeffer did point out the shortcoming of his liberal Berlin professors as the
reduction of God to man, he also criticized Barth for fixating his attention on the
transcendent at the expense of revelation as concrete and apprehensible in its

community— the church.

3.3.4.1 Concluding thought
It is thus appropriate to conclude this addendum by noting that Bonhoeffer was
developing his own critical approach, one that appreciated the strengths of liberal

theology or Barth, while also pointing out their errors. It will become abundantly clear

216 Dpes Bonhoeffés position over against Barth not lead to what Zizek would call the Symbolic,
comprehensive and self-contained, excluding the Real and as such atiemiyting to smooth over its
edges, or hide it?

217 For more on the origin of the concept positivism of revelation in Bonhoeffer’s thought, see also
Wistenberg (1998), pp. 60-65.
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in the reading oSanctorum Communithat in the development of his thought, recourse

to both proved a crucial role.

Having explored the emergence of Bonhoeffer’s social theology through engagement
with social philosophy, the thesis now turns to an exploration of it through a critical

Zizekian reading.
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Chapter 4: Zifek in the Service of Critical Theology

This chapter is the culmination of the thesis critical reading exercise in which
Bonhoeffer’s Sanctorum Communids read alongside Zizek, enabled by their mutual
conviction about the sociological relevance of theology as they both search for an
authentic form of community. How does Bonhoeffer’s transcendental personalist
community and its ethic of universal love compare to Zizek’s materialist ontological

community and its ethic of indifference?

Similar to the section oBonhoeffer’s intellectual formation, this chapter is
selective in line with the scope of the whole thesis. It discusses only his first thesis
where he lays out his conviction about the sociological import of theology and which
serves as a point of departure for his further work. Therefore, rather than pursuing a
comprehensive presentation of Bonhoeffer’s thought?!® or even a straightforward
presentation of his first dissertation, it focusgsifically on Hegel and Bonhoeffer’s
understanding and development of his thought, particularly the concept of objective
spirit. Hegel thus functions as a contact point with Zizek, enabling a critical
examination of Bonhoeffer’s attempt to deal with sociological issues theologically from

his perspective.

218For a thorough introduction to Bonhoeffer’s theology overall, a good place to start is Feil’s Die
Theologie Dietrich Bonhoefferd991).
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4.1.A Zizekian reading of Sanctorum Communio

4.1.1 Introduction

Sanctorum Communjdonhoeffer’s first thesis, received the highest approbation from
Seeberg and the Theological faculty in Berlin, but received little attention until after
Bonhoeffer’s death, as part of a renewed interest in the body of his wéfkWhat set

the work apart was its ambition to deal with sociological issues theologically or from a
theological perspective. Bonhoeffer carried out his undertaking of a dialogue between
theology and sociology with conviction and confidence aided by his liberal theological
intellectual formation at Berlin and its own persuasion about the need for theology to

engage other intellectual disciplines.

4.1.2 Theoretical grounding of the authentic form 6community: Schder’s collective
person

In the first chapter, after providing his definitions of social philosophy and sociology,
Bonhoefferreflects on the import of social philosophy and states that ‘the concern of
sociology is to trace the many complex interactions back to certain constitutive acts of
spirit that comprise the distinctive characteristic of the structure [of community]
(DBWE 1: p. 30. His pursuit inSanctorum Communits, then, just that a sociological
attempt to locate the constitutive acts of a true community, which he considers is

exclusively the structurally distinctive community of saints. Thus both Bonhoeffer and

219 The work was first published only three years after his doctoamhéx 1927 but it was truncated and
received only three reviews. In the 1960s, versions that includezighthe original dissertationexe
published but it was not until 1986 when the full text was included as the fiushe@®f theDietrich
Bonhoeffer WerkdDBW). The English translation part of tBéetrich Bonhoeffer Work§DBWE) is

based on that edition. See the editor’s introduction to DBWE 1: pp. 9-13.

220 For a description of the original characteSainctorum Communiin that respect, see Dram20Q1),
pp. 6770.
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Zizek search for the structure of a genuine community and find its religious form
enlightening, one from an ethical perspective that is distinctly religious and personalist,

the other from one which is forthrightly materialist and ontological.

In order to employ social philosophy and social theory in pursuit of a theology
of sociality??! Sanctorum Communibegins by engaging in a dialectical discussion of
personhood as the foundation of sociality, but also as existing only in sociality. To
denote this relational view of personhood, or interrelatedness, Bonhoeffer employs the
term ‘collective person’ [Gesamtpersdna term originally used by the philosopher Max
Scheler (1874 1928) inDer Formalismus in der Ethik und die materiale \&grik
(2005a).There the term describes the distinctive unity of the execution of socidfacts,
which are inherently directed at other persons and are only fully executed in relation to
others, in contrast to the intimate or singularizing #ct$ogether these acts show that
the person is both an individual and a member of a community or collectivist, and that
the individual person is formed and realized only in the context of sharing the
responsibility for community. Bonhoeffer agrees with this relational view of
personhood- indeed, hisise of the term ‘person’ is completely relational in statements
suchas ‘for the individual to “exist’, others must necessarily be theend therefore
personhood is possible and real only in sociality, i.e. responsibility toward the other
(DBWE 1: p. 51). This is what Green has in mind when he says that Bonhoeffer ‘insists
equally on the irreducible, independent integrity of the individual person, and on the

fact that this person exists essentially in relation to others’ (ibid., p. 30). Bonhoeffer’s

221 As laid out in the work’s foreword; see DBWE 1: pp. 21-23.

222 These include promising, commanding and obeying.

223 These are acts of self-consciousness, self-love and self-respect, directeélfatitbfslfilled with
reference only to the seib(d., p. 511)
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personalism is marked by the dialectic tension between individuality and communality,

where one is not overtaken by the other.

Bonhoeffer uses his personalist perspective of the collective person where ‘[t]he
You sets the limit for the subject’ (ibid., p.51) to challenge Hegel’s Idealist subject-
object relation. Hegel sought to overcome the conscious gap between the individual and
the world, or the subject and the object, in Part Rleénomenology of Spirit
‘Consciousness’??4 and argued that perception of something as external is nothing but
self-consciousness, our appropriation of the world around us. Thus the object cannot be
considered as detached, apart from the subject, together with whom it forms a whole.
Indeed, consciousness of self and the external world are part of a comprehensive,
evolving, rational unity- the Absolute. Bonhoeffer considers that the Other is in
Hegel’s talk of consciousness reduced to a mere object of the subject’s perception and is

in that sense subsumed by3tIn support of his argument, Bonhoeffer outlines four

224 pPart A (pp. 58-103) comprises three chapters: Chapter 1: Sense-Ceataihgy'This' and 'Meaning',
pp. 58-66; Chapter 2: Perception: or the Thing and Deception, pp. 6 haBte€ 3: Force and the
Understanding: Appearance and the Supersensible World, pp. 79-103.
225DBWE 1: p. 41 [20], p. 45owever, Bonhoeffer’s objection doesn’t seem to consider how Hegel’s
thought develops frorftonsciousness’ to ‘self-consciousness’, which is the title of Part B. Thus in
Chapter 4: The Truth of Self-Certainty (pp. 104-138), Hegel examipdattirsubjective conditions of
consciousness. Not only does the subject’s consciousness of the object as something distinct from oneself
require awareness of self as a subject for whom something is distinct, but that itself depends on one’s
recognition Anerkennung of other self-conscious subjects as such (as self-conscious subject®for w
any object of casciousness will be thought as also existing). This means that the subject’s self-
consciousness of the other depends on the other recognisirggthesmas a self-conscious subject. As
we shall see later, this complex pattern of mutual recognition cansfifeigel’s objective spirit. There is
thus a notable changerhenomenologyfrom consideration of individual (self)consciousness in earlier
chapters, to an exploration of what grounds thetime patterns of intersubjectivity. To qudtigek: ‘This
seemso be the lesson of Hegel’s intersubjectivity — | am a free subject only through encountering
another free subjeetand the usual counterargument is here that, for Hegel, this dependenc®utrethe
is just a mediating step/detour on the way toward full recognitiorec$ubject in its Other, the full
appropriation of the Other. But are things so simple? What if the HededieaognitiorY means that |
have to recognize in the impenetrable Other which appears as the obstaclegedosnfits positive-
erabling ground and condition? What if itasly in this sense is that the Othef‘@iblated?’ SeeZizek
(2013), p. 142.

Bonhoeffer seems to have missed this topic in his consideration Bh#re@menologyRather
than boldly claiming that this is a sign of his secondary familiaritly Hegel, it should be noted that
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conceptual models of social basic-relation which demonstrate that every concept of
community is essentially related to a concept of person but which fail to maintain the
dialectical tension between them (DBWE 1: pp.534-Aristotle’s metaphysical

ontological model, in whickhe essential being ‘lies beyond individual-personal being’;

the Stoic school model, in whithe human being becomes a person ‘by subordination

to a higher imperative’ (ibid., p. 37) and which Bonhoeffer compares with the Christian
concept of a persoff® although he still locates the essential being outside the

individual; the Epicurean model, which he understands as mere individualism; and the
Cartesian epistemological model, which remains in the subject-object relationship,
where ‘the knowing I becomes the starting point of all philosophy’ (ibid., p. 40).

Bonhoeffer observes that all four of these models are based upon sameness, not unity,
where ‘it is the destiny of the human species to be absorbed into the realm of reason,

perform a realm of completely similar and harmonious persons, defined by universal
reason or by one spirit and separated only by the different activities’ (ibid., p. 43).

Along parallel lines the idealist subject-object schema, he argues, ends up denying the
community by overtaking or eradicating distinctiveness and resulting in sameness,
leading Bonhoeffer to conclude that they do not result in true commibidy, pp. 41-

43, 80), since they are merely epistemological rather than sociological concepts.

attention to Hegel’s intersubjective conditions of consciousness gathered momentum only with Kojéeve
and onwards. However, it is this missed movement in Hegel’s thought that makes for an interesting
comparison when Bonhoeffer claims that ‘there would be no self-consciousness without communityor
better, that self-consciousness arises concurrently with the consciouseeissing in community
(DBWE 1: p. 70). See also Marsh (1994), pp988-

226 |n this conception the individual and universal are closely interconnddtedmportance of this will
become clearer later on.
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Far from advocating a vulgar form of individualism, Bonhoeffer in turn insists
upon intersubjectivity and is clear that personhood emerges and exists only in meeting

with the Other:

[T]he person ever and again arises and passes away in time. The person does
not exist timelessly; a person is not static, but dynamic. The person exists
always and only in ethical responsibility; the person is re-created again and
again in the perpetual flux of lifebid., p. 48)

The theoretical framework and drive here is social rather than epistemological, hence
the preference for the word ‘person’. This is the context of statements asserting that
there is a ‘fundamental synthesis between social and individual being’ (ibid., p. 75), that
the individual belongs with the other ‘even though, or precisely because, the one is
completely separate from the other’ (ibid., p. 562’ andthat ‘social relations must be
understood, then, as purely interpersonal and building on the uniqueness and
separateness of persons’ (ibid., p. 55).

How can Bonhoeffer’s understanding of intersubjectivity be compared to
Zizek’s ontological assertion that any attempt to account for oneself is always
conducted within a certain intersubjective context and reveals our constitutive exposure
to the Other (Zizek, 2008b, p. 45)? The difference is made clear in the following

paragraph fronThe Neighbour

My very status as a subject depends on its link to the substantial Other:
not only the regulative-symbolic Other of the tradition in which | am
embedded, but also the bodily-desiring substance of the Other, the fact
that, in the core of my being, | am irreducibly vulnerable, exposed to
Other(s). And far from limiting my ethical status (autonomy), this
primordial vulnerability due to my constitutive exposure to the Other

221Bonhoeffer here, in footnote 12, refers back approvingBichte’s recognition that persons cannot
exist at all without others to spark their personhood-encounter.

196



grounds it: what makes an individual human and thus something for
which we are responsible, toward whom we have a duty to help, is
his/her very finitude and vulnerability. Far from undermining ethic, [

this primordial exposure/dependency opens up the properly ethical
relation of individuals who accept and respect each other’s vulnerability

and limitation. Crucial here is the link between the impenetrability of the
Other and my own impenetrability to myself: they are linked because my
own being is grounded in the primordial exposure to the Other.
Confronted with the Other, | never can fully account for myggitfek,

2013a, p. 138).

Bonhoeffer’s and Zizek’s intersubjectivity differs in its grounding — ethics as pre-
existing and grounding ontology for the first and ontology grounding ethics for the

latter.

For Bonhoeffer synthesis between social and individual being is based upon the
‘concrete ethical barrier’ (DBWE 1: p. 50) that exists between persons. He asserts in a
dialectical manner that while personhood emerges in sociality, this sociality is
established upon the barrier between individuals. Therefore ‘only when my intellect is
confronted by some fundamental bartido I enter the social sphere (ibid., p. 45). What
is this barrier? Following Scheler, who asserts that the core of the person, irreducible to
any physical or psychic characteristics, is not given in perception by the Other (Scheler,
2005b, p. 238), Bonhoeffer insists on the impossibility of knowing the Other as an
independent subject in a cognitive way (DBWE 1: p. 45). If that is attempted, then the
Other is no longer an independent subject but purely an object of the knowing mind,
leaving the social sphere for the epistemological. Therefore, from page 45 onwards,
Bonhoeffer argues that in order to avoid the Other becoming purely an object they must

remain an ‘alien I’ (ibid., pp. 45, 52).
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The use of the wortilier” lends itself nicely to a contrasith Zizek’s
perspective which, concerned with the real of the subject or its core before and after
symbolization, considers the Other as monstrous (Zizek, 2013a, p. 162). In comparison
to Bonhoeffer’s Schelerian personalist theoretical apparatus, Zizek’s subjectivity is
thoroughly Lacanian (as already noted in section 1.2 on his conceptual framework) for
the subject is located on the borders of the Real and the Symbolic Order, with
everything one can know about them being located in the Symbolic (Zizek, 1996, p. 43).
However, besides the constant surplugiefubject of the other, Zizek insists upon the
surplus of the subject itself. Furthermore, that which cannot be known directly is what
the subject is in itself, therefore locating the subject in the lack. He speaks about the
inhuman which makes the human human (Zizek, 2013a, pp. 159-160) and the hole in
the order of being: | fully am not as an isolated Self, but in the thriving reality part of
which 1 am??8 ‘I will never be able to account for myself in front of the Other, because |
am already nontransparent to myself, and | will never get from the Other a full answer
to “who are you?because the Other is a mystery also for him/herself” (ibid., p. 138).
Not only is there more to the other subject than what | can know, but, what is more
radical, the subject of the first or second person is that which cannot be kribg/n
lack or gap itself. Bonhoeffer speaks of inability and impermissibility to recognise the
other in an absolute manner, but for Zizek the absolute other and self are recognized,
but is not knownibid., p.143). Zizek’s impenetrability of the subject (whether I or the

Other) is thus radically contrasted whbnhoeffer’s mere impenetrability of the Other.

228 Cf. Bonhoeffer in DBWE 1: p. 80: ‘in relations with others, I do not merely satisfy one side of my
structurally closed being as spirit; rather, only here do | discoveeatiy, i.e., my I-ness.].]
community and individual exist in the same moment and rest in oneandtie collective unit and the
individual unit have the same structure’.
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The being’s ontological impenetrability of the former is completely distinct from the

Other’s ethical impenetrability of the latter.

Rather than merely a Bonhoefferian impenetrability of the Other, Zizek
demonstrates that the Real of the subject is recognised only through the
psychoanalytigl introduction of the unconscious. On the other side, Bonhoeffer’s use of
‘real’ in order to distinguish the ethical sphere from the epistemological when he says
that ‘only the experience of the barrier as real is a specifically ethical experience’ is far
from an ontological or psychoanalytic category (DBWE 1: p. 47). Therefore, while a
cursory reading of thBanctorum Communiwould suggest that Bonhoeffer’s struggle
of the epistemological with the ethical perception of the Other can be compared to
Zizek’s struggle of the Symbolic and the Real of the subject, a closer reading shows a
fundamental difference in the understanding of the subject. From Zizek’s perspective
Bonhoeffer’s personalist consideration of the subject is limited or partial in its restricted
ethical ruminations about the Other without a proper ontological foundation. It will be
argued later thaBonhoeffer’s consideration ultimately results in a sociality of

separation.

4.1.2.1Bonhoeffer’s subjectivization upon the concrete ethical barrier

For Bonhoeffer the subject emerges in the ethical encounter with the Other or the
experience of the ‘concrete ethical barrier’: “The You sets the limit for the subject and

by its own accord activates a will that impinges upon the Other in such a way that this

other will becomes a You for the I’ (ibid., p. 51)??° Yet this ethical ontology is in stark

229 Cf. DBWE 1, p. 50: ‘One cannot even speak of the individual without at the same time necessarily
thinking of the ‘other’ who moves the individual into the ethical sphere.’
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contmst to Zizek’s own ontological foundation for the relation of persons. Immediately
the use of the word ‘you’ alerts the reader to a contrast of the subject knowing itself

authentically but not the Othert is an ontology based on separation. Here the Other
addresses me with an unconditional transcendadt,(p. 52) call and constitutes me as

an ethical subject:

The | comes into being only in relation to the You; only in response to a
demand does responsibility arise. “You’ says nothing about its own

being, only about its demand. This demand is absolute. What does this
mean? The whole person, who is totally claimless, is claimed by this
absolute demand. But this seems to make one human being the creator of
the ethical person of the other, which is an intolerable thqilght, p.

54).

Bonhoeffer’s insistence that the Other is a ‘person in concrete, living individuality’

(ibid., p. 48) is a sign that this is a completely heteronomous injunction, captivated
within the symbolic rather than a recognition of the surplus which disrupts it. It is the
ethical which calls the subject into being in a ‘concrete, living individuality’, rather than

the subject in its intersubjective inhumanity grounding the (ethical) action. Far from an
ontology, it is ethics: to the question about what constitutes being, Bonhoeffer answers
ethics. But this ethic is completely external, an inescapable command coming from an
entirely alien sphere, not from a solidarity of the vulnerable, but rather from the Other,
who has now become the transcendent and ‘overcomes’ me, demanding obedience if I

am to be constituted as a subje€t.

230In that sense a Zizekian challenge to Bonhoeffer runs parallel to his challenge of the Levinasian
account of the emergence of the Ethical. See Zizek (2013a), pp. 142-151.

200



Bonhoeffer theoretically analyses the time when faced with this ethical call as
‘moment’ — a time dimension where the claim of ethics is effectual in concrete time and
‘only when I am responsible am | fully conscious of being bound to time” (ibid., p. 48).
Bonhoeffer is not merely arguing against a sort of universally valid decision as coming
from being in full possession of a rational mind, but rather reiterating his understanding
of subjectivization or the emergence of the subject: ‘I enter the reality of time by
relating my concrete person in time and all its particularities to this imperdabye
making myself ethically responsible’ (ibid.). Bonhoeffer thus reconceives the relation
between subjectivity and transcendence by advocating the existence of the subject as
grounctd in its openness to a transcendent Otherness. His understanding of ‘concrete’
and ‘moment’ denotes a particularity at the expense of any notion of universality, for
any other concept of person fragments the fullness of life of the concrete persom. Insofa
as all that exists is an ethical call deciding the continual emergence or fading away of

the subject, this moment knows nothing but the particular.

How, thendoes Bonhoeffer’s moment compare to Zizek’s ‘truth-event’? As
explored in Chapter 2, ifThe Politics of Truth, or, Alain Badiou as a Reader of St.
Paul’ in The Ticklish Subjec1999a, pp. 127-170%,izek proposes that revolutionary
change only comes from an ‘event’ or location of the political act and subject,
specifically the marginalised or excluded. This focus on the location and the
marginalised is in contrast to Bonhoeffer’s focus on time and the concrete. Whereas
Zizek focuses on the excluded, those unseen and barely discernible as a tic in the current
order, Bonhoeffer focuses on the injunction of those temporally present. Bonhoeffer

would no doubt dismiss Zizek’s reference to the universal as idealist aberration, yet
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Zizek’s conception of universalism as being embodied in the excluded is in stark

contrast to Bonhoeffer’s recognition of those presenting their particular interests (Zizek,

2003, p. 112). What about those who cannot be seen because they are excluded, unseen
orinhumar? Zizek adopts Agamben’s figure of the Muselmani®! — the living dead of

the concentration campas someone ‘who fully witnessed the horror of the

concentration camp and, for that very reason, is not able to bear witness to it” (Zizek,

2013a, p. 160332 Such a subject, reduced to the inhuman, is not present in Bonhoeffer’s
grounding of the subject temporally upon a response to the ethical demand of the

present particulameither can ‘I’ respond. It highlights Bonhoeffer’s temporal

concreteness of particularity at the expense of universality. Zizek in turn grounds the

subject spatially upon the recognition of the universal lack, of that very inhuman:

What if it is precisely in the guise of. [] a Muselmann that we encounter
the Other’s call at its purest and most radical? What if, facing a

Muselmann, one hits upon one’s responsibility toward the Other at its

most traumatic?ilfid., p. 162)

In Zizek’s understanding universalism is the result of a great process of struggle of the
excluded that opens with an event. For him this is the ‘intrusion of the traumatic Real

that shatters the predominant symbolic texture’ (Zizek, 1999a, p. 142). It is thus

necessary to detach onededim Bonhoeffer’s ‘concrete’ situation, for it is only through
the murder of particularity that universality follows (Zizek, 2003, p. 17f). Anything else
does not represent a meeting with the sulgjeathe Real of the Subject. Does

Bonhoeffer not advocate avoiding the troubling excess, rather than exposing the self to

21 This slang term was used by prisoners and guards in Auschwitletda a concentration camp
prisoner who has been reduced to no more than a shadow by stamtimnstion and resignation.
232 7izek here refers to Agamben (2002).
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the real of the othdtf. Zizek, 2013a, p. 9)? This is the only way to meet the Real of the
given order rather than merely its semblance, and as such a constitutive act of a ‘true

communiy’ that Bonhoeffer and Zizek are searching for. This surplus, the Real, the

inhuman, the alien or the monstroisswhat Zizek understands as the theological, and

its recognition, concomitant with a detachment from that which is present, represented,
included- or to use Bonhoeffer’s words, concrete and particulatrepresents an Event

and breaking in or emergence of the true community. Much like in his understanding of
the new community, recognition and detachment are the distinctive characteristics of the
structure of genuine communitPhis tension between Bonhoeffer and Zizek will next

be observed in Bonhoeffer’s grapple with Hegel’s concept of objective spirit.

4.1.3The dynamic of the authentic form of community: Hegel’s objective spirit

In the final section of Chapter Three (DBWE 1: pp. 97-108)¢ Primal State and the
Problem of Community’, Bonhoeffer takes up a discussion of Hegel’s Objektiver Geist
[objective spirit] fromPhanomenologie des Geis{sge‘der Objektiver Geist’ in

Hegel, 1970c, pp. 554-654/1990, pp. 483f). Hegel proposed the concept as an
embodiment of the Absolute in objective patterns of social interaction and the cultural
institutions, the relational ties between individual wills conscious of their diversity and
particularity, but beyond their individual control. As such it concerns philosophical
questions of law, moral philosophy, political philosophy and history, in contrast to his
philosophy of subjective spirit, which is a sort of philosophy of mind in the
contemporary sense and deals with, among other things, anthropology and psychology.
Bonhoeffer’s own understanding of the concept is guided by Seeberg’s Christliche

Dogmatik(1927a, p. 505ff) and Freyer’s Theorie des objektiven Geist@sreyer, 1923,
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53ff).2%3 He finds much vaik in the concept and its ‘monumental perception’ of the
spirit of sociality extending beyond the individual (DBWE 1: p. ?4and adopts it in

order to develop a dialectical understanding of the emergence of the communal subject:

[W]here wills unite, dstructure’ is created — that is, a third entity,
previously unknown, independent of being willed or not willed by the
persons who are uniting. This general recognition of the nature of
objective spirit was a discovery of the qualitative thinking that became
dominant in romanticism and idealism.]. Two wills encountering one
another form a structure. A third person joining them sees not just one
person connected to the other; rather, the will of the structure, as a third
factor, resists the newcomer with a resistance not identical with the wills
of the two individuals. Sometimes this is even more forceful than that of
either individual [..]. Precisely this structure is objective spirit] the
persons themselves experience their community as something real
outside themselves (DBWE 1, pp. 98-99).

The objective spirit here is understood as the ineradicable core of the comaitinity
enables and directs it and ‘to withdraw from it is to withdraw from the community. It

wills historical continuity as well as thedal realisation of its will’ (ibid., p. 100). This

‘bond’ or entity of the objective spirit is already in place and is encountered by a person
wishing to enter an already existing community, where members also interact with each

other only by its mear@® The objective spirit is the heart of community.

To distinguish his understanding of the spirit from that of Hegel, who proposes
that the ‘spirit has reality, and individuals are its accidents’ (Hegel, 1986, p. 506/1995,
p. 205), Bonhoeffer insists that it does not absorb the individual (DBWE 1: p. 103). His

insistence is parallel to that which is observed in his critique in Chapter Two of the four

233 For a valuable secondary insight into Boaiffier’s understanding and appropriation of the concept see
Kotsko (2005) and Nowers (2013).

2% See also p. 102.

235 Language is one such means; see DBWE 1: p. 69.
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models of social-basic relation as enforcing sameness and the rejection of the Hegelian
subject-object modelks considering the other as an object of the subject’s perception —

it is based upon a conviction that each time the ethical boundary or limit of the
relationship between ‘I’ and ‘Other’ has been transgressed. This is what he understands

as sin (‘Sin and Broken Community’ in DBWE 1: pp. 107-121), as will be discussed

later. For now, it is appropriate to summarize by noting that for Bonhoeffer, objective
spirit is the tension or meeting place between the individual and the community and it is

within this tension that a person exists:

Thus we are not dealing here with the conception of some spirit entity,
called spirit of the people, that arises of its own natural strength from
metaphysical depths. Rather, in the dialectical movement through which
alone persons originate, individual collective persons come into being as
well. Only with this insight does the richness of the monadic image of
social life become clear. Collective persons are self-conscious and
spontaneougbid., p. 103)

Bonhoeffer is here pursuing a dialectical conception of the objective spirit and
introduces the concept of ‘individual collective person’ as ‘one that transcends all

individuals but would be incomprehensible without the correlate of personal, individual
being’ (ibid., p. 77). It is thus a personalist description of interaction or the relationship
between the individual and community, where the individual is ‘self-contained’ but
discovering its being in the engagement and shaping of commilmdty p. 79). This

unity, Bonhoeffer contends,

does not abolish the specific reciprocal movement of community.
Individual persons remain completely separate from one another. The
collective person is metaphysically autonomous in relation to the
individuals, though at the same time genetically deper(d®dt, p. 105)
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This contention is established upon the earlier presentation of basic relations given
within the personhood of every human being net of socialityibid., pp. 65-80),

which is characterised by openness on the one hand (the capacity and necessity of a
person to participate in sociality with others), but also closedness on the other (the unity,
integrity and irreducibility of the personpi(d., p. 67). ‘The unity and closedness of the

whole peson is posited along with its sociality’ (ibid., p. 75), refuting the priority of

either personal or social beify.

Bonhoeffer’s personalist rejection of Hegel’s universalism, or at least
Bonhoeffer’s reading of it as already noted above, is that the latter is itself based on
exclusion by destroying the particularity of the individual. In other words, its inclusion
is achieved upon its exclusion. It resonates strongly with more current multi-cultural
suspicion of suppression or exclusion of those that do not fit the notion of the universal.
It is thus but a false solution. The history of the twentieth century has shown that
underneath the concept of universality often lie instincts of domination, racism and
sexism of a particular group at the expense of the other, who is effaced and suppressed

(at any cost).

The question then becomes whether the same criticism can be directed at Zizek
and his argument for and conception of universality. Is it ultimately hiding the same
exclusivism and an attempt at articulating the interests of a particular post-Marxist

Eurocentric perspective when he calls for an undermining of globalisation from the

236 See also DBWE Jp. 80: ‘God does not desire a history of individual human beings, but the history of
the humarcommunity However, God does not want a community that absorbs the individuébgifo
but a community ohuman beingsin God’s eyes, community and individual exist in the same moment
and rest in one another.’
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standpoint of universal Truiiizek, 1999a, p. 211)? Is this what is really at the heart of
his materialist utilisation and interpretation of Christian theology in which the murder of

Christ the particular enables the emergence of the universality of Galatiang’3:22?

As | have demonstrated in ChapteZek’s challenge is rather that
universality is the very principle of negativity which drives these particularities in
antagonism to prevent the notion of totafit§According to his Lacanian understanding
of Hegel, universality is this negativity or tension that prevents a certain particularity
from ever achieving self-closure. Rather than abolishing differences it articulates them
(Zizek, 2003, p. 112). He reminds usthat this is why Hegel calls it ‘concrete
universality’ (Zizek, 2006b, p. 30) — it is an awareness of the present state of affairs,
revealing internally unsolvable conflicts and emerging at the point of exception or
marginalization: ‘[T]he whole point of the Pauline notion of struggling universality is
that true universality and partiality do not exclude each other, but universal Truth is

accessible only from aapial engaged subjective position’ (ibid., p. 35).

Bonhoeffer also speaks of the community as strugghiegecognises that the
unification of will is constituted upon the ‘inner conflict of individual wills’ (DBWE 1:
p. 86) and observes ‘that strife [Kampf] is recognised as a fundamental sociological law
and basically is sanctified.[]. Genuine life arises only in the conflict of wills; strength

unfolds only in strife’ (ibid., pp. 84-85}3° However, in the next sentence he qualifies

237 7izek (2003), p. 17; Zizek (1999a), p. 157.

238 A good and concise introduction to Zizek’s understanding of Hegelian universality can be found on

pp. 2836in The Parallax View2006b)

239 Bonhoeffer refers here to Hobbes as in all likelihood the first to articulateitbby gocial meaning of
strife when talking abouiellum omnium contra omne$he reference is missing but the Latin phrase
occurs inDe Civeor The Citizen(New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts, 1949), pp. 13, 294 1@hile in
Leviathan(Project Gutenberg, 2QDHobbes speaks of ‘warre of every one against every one [or man]’ in
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this with a statement that there has been no concrete and productive conflict in the
genuine sense since the Fall, thus raising the problem of sin and pointing to the need for
the community of ‘separate of persons’ (ibid., p. 83) to be maintained by someone else
God. The ontrast becomes even more accentuated when Zizek distinguishes concrete
universality from abstract universality, which is maintained by the big Other, be it the
big Other of really existing Christianity (as in ‘real-socialism’) or capitalism. This
abstracuniversality is mediated and regulated (Zizek, 2013a, p. 143) and remains

trapped within particularity insofar as it disavows ‘the antagonism that inheres to the

notion’ of ‘Christianity’ and ‘frees the universal notion of antagonisms [no more Greek,

nor Jew etc.] of the way it is embedded in the system, by relegating this aspect to just
one of its historical subspecies’ (i.e. they are now all Christiaifizek, 2006b, p. 34).24

As we shall see later, this is indeed how Bonhoeffer reads Galatians 3:22. Here is how

Zizek understands it:

[T]he universal dimension he [Saint Paul] opened up is not the ‘neither

Greek nor Jew but all Christians,” which implicitly excludes non-

Christians; it is, rather, the difference Christians/non-Christians itself
which, as a difference, is universal, that is to say, cuts across the entire
social body, splitting, dividing from within every substantial eti{ind.,

p. 35)

Zizek’s materialist Christianity suspends the particular in its name along the line of
Lenin’s repetition of the paradigmatic Christ-event in his advocation of actual freedom

(Zizek, 2001b, p. 114). This is the ‘Christian experience’ to which Zizek refers as

Chapter XIllI of the Naturall Condition of Mankind, pp. 94, 96 antf Xf the First and Second Naturall
Lawes, pp. 98, 102.

240 This is slightly paraphrased and applied to real-existing Christiaviitije in the work it serves to
elucidate the abstract universality of ‘alternate’ modernities.
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necessary for concrete universalism, the recognition or realisation that Christ stands for
a break with all totalities and cosmic schemes and enables an unplugging from one’s

symbolic community observed in Chapter 2. Instead of the indiscriminate, postmodern
talk about differences, Christ divides between good and bad in accordance with the
Gospel, saying,Do you suppose that I came to grant peace on earth? I tell you, no, but

rather division’ (Luke 12:51). Only in this way, ZiZek argues, is the relationship

between the universal and particular properly dialectical and the resulting universality
concrete. As previously noted, according to him Christian love resists the gentrification
of the neighbour and instead accepts its radical impenetrability. This kind of
universality or a new collective no longer relies on an identity, but is instead struggling
(Zizek, 2013a, p. 154). It is not against the background of universal hatred, but of
universal indifference, where one is indifferent toward all and in this way loves the
individual. ‘There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is no

male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus’ (Galatians 3:28).

No wonder Zizek interprets the resurrection in a Hegelian manner as the new
community and identical with the Holy Spirit, for in doing so he avoids resurrection of
the big Other and rests upon his absence. So, when Bonhoeffer writes that the essence
of community is not commonality but rather reciprocal will, Zizek would respond that
in this case the will is not their own but rather that of the big Other, who abstracts the
community ancprevents any ‘conflict of individual wills’. It seems that, from this
perspective, Bonhoeffer’s drive to avoid a vulgar absorption of the individual by the
community and to maintain separateness of persons solely by God results in the

opposite- an abstretion of unity into particularisation. Instead, ZiZek proposes that
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only Christ-like unplugging or division is the constitutive act of the spirit of this new

community.

The difference betwedBonhoeffer’s>** and Zizek’s understanding of Hegel is
clear. WhileZizek would consider Bonhoeffer’s understanding overly simplistic and
restrained by Seeberg and Freyer, his own understanding of Hegel is particular and
strongly Lacaniari®? Nonetheless, Bonhoeffer’s personalism, which he wishes to
differentiate from the idealist universalism of exclusion, seems to result in an
abstraction itself. This will be explored further in the next section, with reference to that
section of his thesis in which he engages the thus far explored concepts of social

philosophy with theology.

4.1.4 The genuine form of community: community of &ints

In the major section of his thesis, that is, Chaptentstled ‘Sanctorum Communio’,
Bonhoeffer presents a case for this distinctly theological community of saints grounded
in, established and governed by God. He does so by engaging the thus far developed
personalist perception of community with theology, developed and aided by the

Hegelian conception of objective spirit described above which is equipped with the

Holy Spirit, and thereby demonstrates the structure of a genuine community in the
community of saints. The reason for the engagement, Bonhoeffer argues, is because the
personalist perception of community falls sheds doedlegel’s conception of

objective spirit- for it rests upon an inadequate conception of person which ignores the

2411n footnote 42 on p. 75 Bonhoeffer concludes: ‘Thus our turning against idealist theory is clear;
equally clear, of course, is what we have to learn from it.’

242 A similar difference can be observed by Zizek and by his fellow critical theorist Ernesto Laclau
(2001), whojn contrast to Hegelian concrete universality which ‘sublates’ all antagonisms into a higher
unity, prefers the logic of irreducible antagonsims.
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fundamental ontological concept of sin (guilt) and God (DBWE 1: p. 48). Without
treatment of these, any discussion of being oversteps the ethical barrier and plays God
again, as exemplified in the Idealist case where the subject subsumes the Other as an
object?*3 Bonhoeffer thus goes about engaging the idealist and personalist conceptions
with these theological concepts in order to demonstrate how community is necessarily

grounded in them.

4.1.4.1 The theological concept of God

For Bonhoeffer any form of community without the community with God is not
authentic (DBWE 1: p. 157). The importance of including the conception of God lies in
the origin of the incomprehensibility of the Otheitt lies in God the ‘impenetrable

You’ (ibid., p. 34). In other words the subject is grounded in the openness to the
unfathomable and transcendent Otherness of?&deurthermore the concept must be
in appropriate form, rather than what is observed in idealism’s consideration of the

subject and community with its inappropriate ‘immanentist concept of God or the
identification of human andivine spirit’ (DBWE 1: p. 197), as Hegel’s understanding

of the Absolute materialized in the historical community (Hegel, 2006, p. 470-489).
Following Seeberg (1927a, pp. 73ff), Bonhoeffer calls for a ‘voluntarist” concept of

God, where the latter is the original will and in the encounter with which the human will

243 |n Lectures on the Philosophy of Religi¢2006, p. 442-445), Hegel understands the Fall primarily as
self-consciousness. While the form of the Genesis narrative is bugge, the content communicates
humanity achieving knowledge of good and evilognition {bid., pp. 446451). Being self-conscious,
humanity is also self-estranged, aware of its good and evil. Eviideey to follow desires and remain
within natural being as selfish, while good is reaching beyaaral towards infinitude of thought as
social— spirit Hegel’s interpretation of the Fall is thus much like ZiZek’s positive, or at least that which
enables self-cognition as the beginning of the sublation to the pure retdengyirit- the subject must
become social.

244 Cf. Zizek (2013), p. 138.
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is subjected in the process to being grasped, first intuitively and then intellectually
(DWE 1: p. 49 [53]). In contrast to this, the immanentist drive of Hegel’s identification

of the Holy Spin with the corporate spirit of the community, where God’s will and

human will are effectively collapsed into each other, ends up in a deprivation of a divine
transcendence and an overbearing concept of uhitl,(p. 198)%*° Such a community

is then broken insofar as it originates in its failure to recognise the human person in its
‘creatureliness’, which rests only in relation to the Divine (DBWE 1: p. 49). Its conflict

or tension or ‘meeting of wills’ is not a necessary part in maintaining the conditions of

freedom of the individual, but rather a way of transgressing it, stemming from the
original transgression of creaturelinesthe Fall (bid., pp. 84-85f*° For it is only in

God that a true meeting of wills takes place and individuals are able to understand each
other?4’ Outside of God any conception of person and corresponding community is

based on thé&hared sinfulness’ of transgression (ibid., pp. 108-109).

Bonhoeffer thus maintains that the ‘conception’ of community rests not only
upon an appropriate understanding of person but that they both depend on the
conception of God they are ‘inseparably and essentially interrelated’ (ibid., p. 34).
Only within this model is the concrete character of the community and the individual
present as ‘absolute and intended by God’ (ibid., p. 45). In other words, ‘only through
God’s active working does the other become You to me from whom I arises’ and in this

way ‘every human You is an image of the divine You’ (ibid., p. 54). God is here

245 While Bonhoeffer does recognise that Hegel retains an emphasis on the dodorieteal life, he
mentions that the latter also ‘considers it to be merely a form of universal spirit’ (DBWE 1: p. 197).

246 This is why Bonhoeffer earlier asserted that since the Fall, confligilsfis not productive.

247 In offering this contention, Bonhoeffer shows some qualified appreciation of Fichte’s treatment of the
problem of the synthesis of the World Spirits, wherein the latigniezs about the common origin of
persons so as to enable their mutual understanding. See DBWE 1: pp[833-44
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conceived not merely as the transcendence that enables and maintains the relationship

between the subjects, but as the integral part of the relationshigitself.

According to this understanding the ethical barrier between persons comes from
God, as well as the claim of the Other upon the subject and the latter’s ensuing ethical
responsibility (id., pp. 36-37, 49). Bonhoeffer describes this moment in a
Kierkegaardian manner as a ‘threat of absolute demand’ causing ‘infinite anxiety
[Angst]’ (ibid., p. 49) and argues that it is missing in the idealist model insofar as the
claim comes from below or within, rather than the divine which transcends the human
person. Interestingly, iBuilding Blocks for a Materialist Theology’ in Parallax View
Zizek instead appropriates Kierkegaard to argue for the suspension of the ethical
(2006b, pp. 68-123'° He reads the account of Abraham’s sacrifice as the subject’s
overcoming of the ethical coordinates or the Symbolic Order by faith and standing in an
absolute relation to the Absolute, by betraying the very ethical substance of their being
(Zizek, 2001d, p. 14). Zizek and Bonhoeffer both focus on the threatening or terrible
moment of the call to responsibility, but while Bonhoeffer insists that it needs to come
from the transcendent, Zizek convincingly argues that with the suspension of the big
Other the ‘ethical’ act is no longer transposed or sustained by it, but the responsibility is
fully assumedby the subject (Zizek, 2010c, p. 134). Only here can a full understanding

of humanity arise.

248DBWE 1: p. 55: ‘One might then speak here of the human being as the image of God with respect to
the effect one person has on another.” Bonhoeffer’s later description of how one person becomes Christ
for the another builds on this.

249 See also the section 2.8.1 4k ’s Kierkegaardian suspension of the ethical.
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The question is ultimately about which of the two proposed an authentic form of
responsibility, not only with regards to its source but also its absolute |vhlugs real
magnitude without regard to its sign. What is its distance frpifn0 is the signless
pure act of will and distance the assumed responsibility, irrespective of its|sign |

sgn (r)? For the sign returns the sign only, irrespective of the absolute value of
responsibility:sgn(r)= l:—l (insofar ag+0). The problem with Bonhoeffer’s assertion is

that the sign- from the transcendent perspectiveas no value and does not affect the
absolute value of responsibility. The absolute value of responsibjlisydetermined

only in the distance between absolute values of bp#ndrg or their distance from.

To include the divine in the determination of the absolute value of the difference of both
responsibilities is- to use Zizek’s word— a perversion, for proper or true or thorough

responsibility fjua] is ever only absolute, one that exclaims: we are alone.

No doubt, Bonhoeffer would reply that the truth about things as such,
particularly in relation to judgments about the value of responsibility, is perceived only
in the eyes of God, therefore any talk of absolute value falls short or is incorrect. That is
also the reasoning behind his claim that the community of saints can never be grasped
with sociological insights and is only understandable from withiom ira et studi&?”®
— with the eyes of (Christian) faith (DBWE 1: p. 33). In contrast to Zizek, the theology
of Bonhoeffer inSanctorum Communits distinctively dogmatic and still Barthian,
upholding the positivism of revelation by arguing that ‘faith is not a possible method by

which to gain academic knowledge; rather, by acknowledging the claim of revelation,

250 [with passionate zeal]. Thisiis contrasto Tacitus Annals 1,1:sine ira et studigwithout passion
and bias].
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faith is the given prerequisite fpositive theological knowledge’ (ibid., p. 127). For

Bonhoeffer there is no absolute value or knowledge apart from or outside God.

However, does this restriction to God not functionally abstract its object, be it
the ethical act or community? Does BonHe€$ first and foremost ethical
intersubjectivity, which is grounded and sustained by God, not characterise an abstract
community insofar as it originates, is maintained and ends in the external? Is it true that
a concept of person is misunderstood afranh God? Is it not rather that Bonhoeffer’s
ethics is based on a God as a third agent who gentrifies the surplus or monstrous of the
Other, the big Other anchoring, pacifying the monstrous and regulating any engagement
with the Other (Zizek, 2013a, p. 144)? God functions as the ultimate authentic
foundation for community which manages the terrifying real Other. However, the
encounter of the Other through God is not experience of the real Other, but rather
gentrified, for what is met in the encounter is God. Certainly, it might no longer be
conducted as an ethnic encouniedoes raise a new identity of ‘Christian’, but it is far
from a collective of the alien, what Zizek calls a struggling universality, where the
Other is encountered as it is, ‘the ambiguity of the Real embodied, the
extreme/impossible point at which opposites coincide, at which the innocence of the
Other’s vulnerable nakedness overlaps with pure evil® (ibid., p. 162). From a functional
perspective Bonhoeffer’s community rests upon God’s obscuration of the neighbour by
proclaiming it as the site from which the divine call to ethical responsibility emanates.
His theological insistence upon the subject’s being ultimately residing in a voluntarist
conception of God is conducted at the experfiske Other. Zizek proposes a

conception of community that seemingly does not abstract, a ‘pure voluntarism’ (Zizek,

215



2016, p. 107), within which humanity is freed through Christ’s suspension of the ethical

on the Cross and realization that the big Other does not exist, enabling the grasp of the
human will and responsibility. The resulting terrible freedom is a refutation of
Bonhoeffer’s claim that the idealist model has ‘no understanding of the moment in

which the person feels the threat of absolute dem@BWIWE 1: p. 49). Absolute

demand is only such if its magnitude is perceived without regard to its sign.

4.1.4.2 The theological concept of sin

The other concept that Bonhoeffer deems as indispensednty theory of the subject

and community and which has specific implication is that ofibid.( p. 58). Here too
idealism is accused of failing to give it due consideration and neglecting the impact of
the Fall on the ‘primal state’ and consequent sociological structures of community

(ibid., pp. 59-60). Sin or the Fall, then, has a real qualitative historical character and
Bonhoeffer argues that ‘history in the true sense only begins with sin’ (ibid., p. 63). It

isolates the individual from God and consequently the Other, but at the same time, since
Adants Fall marks the Fall of the whole humanity, places them into the deepest, most
immediate bond with humanitya bond of culpability. This is where the communality

of humanity resides for Bonhoeffer:

Now since in the individual guilty act it is precisely the humanity of

human beings that has been affirmed, humanity has to be considered a
community. As such it is also a collective person that has the same nature
as each of its membefibid., p. 145)

This nature of culpability places subjects in isolation from and in bondage to each other
and into a constant overstepping of the borders between them, thus rupturing the

community with God and the Other. The ‘sinful humanity’ which resides in each and
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every individual and deserves condemnation is foundational to and indispensable in

consideration of any communitip{d., p. 124).

In Chapter 4;Sin and Broken Community’ (ibid., pp. 107-122), Bonhoeffer
engages in an exposition of the social basic-relations between | and You after the Fall,
which replaced love with selfishness, obfuscated morality to the point that it is visible
only in the structures of legal order and brought about consciousness (of good and evil).
Thus when individuals hear the Law and recognize their guilt they emerge as ethical
persons, albeit in isolation. Their sense of culpability only intensifies upon grasping that
this is the status of whole humanityin is a ‘supra-individual deed’ (ibid., p. 108). Not
that man sins because the first man sinned and they are of the same biological species;
rather, they share ethical personhood, where the individual is part of the ethical
intersubjective. Therefore, as an individual sins, they do so as a member of the human
race, which means thatll humanity falls with each sin’ (ibid., p. 115). ‘Sin is the sign
of belonging to the old humanity, to the first Adam; consciousness of guilt reveals to
individuals their connection with all sinners’ (ibid., p. 121). Bonhoeffer asserts in a
dialectical manner that ‘the experience of ethical solidarity is based upon the utmost
singularity of the person’ (ibid., p. 117), concluding that humanity is therefore a

[dialectically] comprehensive [ethical] community:

The collective person of humanity has one heart. Participation in its
ethical nature is demonstrated by individuals through every act of
repentance and recognition of culpability. Wherever individuals
recognize themselves both as individuals and as the human race, and
submit to the demand of God, there beats the heart of the collective
person(ibid., p. 121)

217



The concepts of sin, guilt and the Fall which form the distinctive foundation of the

subject and community, Bonhoeffer claims, are overlooked by idealist philosophy:

For idealism, origin and telos remain in unbroken connection and are
brought to synthesis in the concept of ‘essence’. Nothing in between —

sin, on the one hand, and Christ, on the othean essentially break this
eternal, necessary connection][ Such a view of history as an unbroken
straight line basically eliminates everything specifically Christian. In this
view, neither sin nor redemption alters the essence of higbady, pp.
59-60)2°1

Is that also the case for Zizek? The latter considers the Fall as absolutely necessary, for

it creates the conditions of ‘salvation’. However, there is a fundamental difference

insofar as for him there is no state from which humanity falls or (original community),
rather ‘the Fall creates that from which it is a Fall — or, in theological terms, God is not
the Beginning’ (Zizek, 2010c, p. 93). It is then an Event which enables Adam and Eve
to undergo a paradigm shift through which they realise what they already are er were

naked and mortal:

So when God announces the punishment, he just spells out what Adam
and Eve have already realized in noticing that they were naked, namely,
their misery as two weak mortal beings][ It is not that the Fall is
followed by redemption; rather, the Fall is identical to Redemption, it is
‘in itself> already Redemption (Zizek, 2014, p. 127).

This logic was already observed in Zizek’s reading of Romans 7 (Zizek, 1999a, pp. 147-
149), where, according to him, the Law is given to point out its inherent transgression
and thereby leads to its suspension and assumption of the subject’s full responsibility in

acting. It therefore contrasts Bonhoeffer’s move to incorporate the ethical into God by

251 See also p. 62.
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making him the origin of our morali§?? Bonhoeffer upholds the Law as holy and good
due to its revealing the deficiency or brokenness of the community, and understands
Christ’s redemptive role as fulfilling the Law by love (DBWE 1: pp. 148-151). On the

other hand, Zizek asserts that Christ rather suspends the Law by love and abolishes its
logic of sin and punishment by bringing it to the point of self-relating. For him also the
Fall is foundational and indispensable in the formation of community but without regard

for theex post factesign which abstracts community.

Bonhoeffer insists upon a broken community where sin and guilt are
fundamental elements of its ontologyo matter how much emphasis is laid on grace
and the presence of God. That is why the first step towards a transcendental redeeming
of such a dysfunctional community is a recognition of guilt and the resulting shame
before God’s gaze. What happens to this guilt and shame if we accept Zizek’s
suspension of the big Other? Does the guilt disappear? Zizek’s poignant observation is
that this guilt or shame does not arise from ‘the Benthamic-Orwellian notion of the
panopticon society in which we are (potentially) observed all the time and have no place
to hide from the omnipresent gaze’, but rather from ‘the prospect of not being exposed
to the Other’s gaze all the time, so that the subject needs the camera’s gaze as a kind of
ontological guarantee of his ber being’ (Zizek, 2013a, p. 180). The terror for
Bonhoeffer seems to be that there is only us, inconsistent, ambiguous and lacking, and
therefore he grounds the subject and community in the redeeming big Other by the

notion of sin and guilt.

252 Cf. Zizek (2014), p. 130.
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Is Bonhoefér’s argument here not an example of Feuerbach’s false essence of
Christianity that alienates man as himself and man from community and its own
perfections? His famous dictum that in order ‘to enrich God, man must become poor;
that God may be all, man mustnothing’ (Feuerbach, 1989, p. 26)%>3 certainly seems
to hold true with Bonhoeffer’s pecatorum communifcommunity of sinners], where not
only is that which is attributed to God withheld from the community of man itself but

the deprived state of humanity also forms the basis of sodlity.

In the next section it will be described how, according to Bonhoeffer, God enters
the broken community by revealing himself in and as Christ and redeems it by creating
the churclquaa new community no longer grounded upon culpabili@hrist existing

as community.

4.1.4.3 The theological concept of the church-community

After considering the derivation of the social form derived from the idealist

metaphysical as flawed due to its inappropriate conception of God and sin and therefore
to be rejected (DBWE 1: p. 28), Bonhoeffer attempts to demonstrate the preferred and
apposite social from the theological in the community of sasstsdtorum commun]p

where the conceptions of ‘person, community and God have an essential and

indissoluble relation to one another’ (ibid., p. 22). This community of Godas in

church of God- is presented as representing the source for any and all social

considerations in theologib(d., pp. 86, 122-123).

253 Might one not understand the passage from the gospel of John Chapiter& John the Baptist meets
Jesus at the baptisin, this way? In verse 20 John utters the following: ‘He must increase, but I must
decrease!’, thus projecting the predicates of perfection onto Jesus and then pushing himself into obscurity.

254DBWE 1: pp. 148-149 cf. Feuerbact9g9, p. 27.
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When Bonhoeffer writes about the ‘community of saints’, he has in mind the
concrete or empiric&l® church, not a ‘religious community, but the empirical church as
thesanctorum communipresent in its actual embodiment’ (ibid., p. 180). The term
sanctorum communijalerived from the Apostles’ Creed and Augustine’s community of
Christ, was brought to Bonhoeffer’s attention by his supervisor’s use Of it in Textbooks
of the History of Doctrine$o portray the church as a distinctly visible social body in its
worship and cooperatioiib{(d., p. 141). Bonhoeffer, however, wishes to highlight that
the church is not isolated or secluded and focuses on its participation in the basic forms
of society, such as the subject or socialibyd(, p. 152). The full dialectical character of
this participation is demonstrated in the observation that while these basic forms take on
a new form they remain the same and are sublated upon encountering God. It is only
through this interaction that the new basic relation of the church is constihitedp(.

261). For Bonhoeffesanctorum communior the empirical church thus represents a
‘form of community sui generis(ibid., p. 266), a dialectically unique structure where

the divine and human come togethbid,, p. 126).

To elaborate and lay bare the existing sociality of the community of saints which
is sublated through its encounter with God, Bonhoeffer adapts and appropriates Hegel’s
sociological category of the objective spirit discussed earlier, by ‘equipping’ it with the
Holy Spirit. Insofar as the human objective spirit is the ineradicable core and bond of
the community that gets its character from the historical context, this very historicity
‘implies that it is fallible and imperfect as far as its understanding and will are

concerned’ (ibid., p. 215). It is therefore only through its meeting with the divine in the

255 Empirical as in grounded in reality and thus suitable for deduction. See DBWERL: p.
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Holy Spirit that it isaufgehoberto a building and bearing of the churdhd., p. 152).

Yet the objective spirit and Holy Spirit remain distinct as observed in their function
(ibid., pp. 203-204, 214) and are not to be confused: while the function of the first is to
enable a degree of continuity, the latter actualizes the church here andidgvp (

208)2°¢ Thus both concepts bring about the two natures, or constituent elements of the
church: while its actions are not simply those of the Holy Syiidi ( p. 214), the latter
changes and influences the objective spirit, thus performing its redemptiveg role b
impacting and maintaining it, lifting this fallible community into God’s community

(ibid., pp. 126, 143, 280-28lndeed, Bonhoeffer understands the objective spirit, as
corrupt as it may be, as the Holy Spirit’s vehicle (ibid., p. 215) and explores the

institutions of the church’s objective spirit along the lines of Hegel’s account of the

spirit in the modern state (Hegel, 1986, pp. 579ff [1990, pp. 413ff]). To that end an
individual congregation is contrasted with the universal church (DBWE 1: pp. 223-226),
whereas Hegel contrasts the family and the state. To sumnRsideeffer’s

understanding of the church community form as distinctive from the basic forms of
society and yet in dialectical relationship with them is in its foundation Hegelian, for it
is founded upon the concept of objective spirit as objective patterns of social

interaction?®’

256 From this page onwards Bonhoeffer engages in an exegesisroletloé the Holy Spirit in the
establishment and continuation of the church community, thus istiogdishing his understanding of
objective spirit from the idealist. Cf. DBWE 1: p. 145.

257 Even though the concept of the objective spirit is not mentioned speyifitatiost of the works that
follow Sanctorum CommuniandAct and Being this Hegelian foundation of the dynamic of church-
community persists. Kotsko’s helpful article (2005)draws attention to its prominence in Bonhoeffer’s

1933 lectures on ChristologRijscipleshipandThe Lettersthe first with regards to the presence of Christ
in the human emmunity, the second with regards to the church’s doctrine and, the latter, with regards to

the changing form of the church, specifically religiosity.
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To the challenge that the basic sociological forms are merely overcome by God,
Bonhoeffer responds that while this community is marked by ambiguity and the
emphasis is on God as its sole source and maintainer (DBWE 1: p. 216), the community
participates in those acts through its active bé&Aghis dialectic is best illustrated in
Bonhoeffer’s concept of Stellvertretungor vicarious representative action, denoting
representation in place of another or intercession on behalf of another and originating in
Christ who bore the sins of humanity and accepted the punishment on Caidnig.
fundamental theological concept throughout Bonhoeffer’s writings, which appears
already inSanctorum Communicather than being a later developmenEtfics2®°is
achieved by transforming Hegel’s conception of the Spirit existing as community?®* into
‘Christ existing as church-community’.?%? The line between human and divine agency is
obscure here, fully expressed in the statement that ‘in our intercession we can become a
Christ to our neighbour’ (DBWE 1: p. 187).2%% Insofar as Christ’s being-for-other is the
experience of transcendence, the church participates in this being when it is there for
others?%4Not only is Christ “at all times a real presence for the church’ (DBWE 1: p.

139)2%°but the church is the real presence of Christ, where ‘Christ truly is’ (ibid., pp.

258 Also, the church is not a triumphalist community where sin is abseninstead the bringing in of a
divine reality. See Luca D’Isanto (1992, p. 143.

259 DBWE 1: pp. 79, 120, 146, 148, 155ff., 178, 184,.191

260 Cf. DBWE 6: pp. 231, 235, 257-258, 288, 404.

261 ‘Die Idee im Element der Gemeinde: Das Reich des Geistes’ in Hegel (1971),Vorlesungen iber die
Philosophie der Religio: 443ff [The realization of the Spirituality of the Community’ in Hegel,
Lectures on the Philosophy of Religi@n339ff].

262DBWE 1: p. 121: ‘It is “Adant’, a collective person, who can only be superseded [abgeldst] by the
collective persorfChrist existing as church-commuriity

263 See also pp. 17880.

264 Cf. DBWE 8: p. 501.

265 Bonhoeffer is here referring to 1 Corinthians 12:2ff and Rorhanff.
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140, 158)%° Bonhoeffer again highlights the dialectical participation between the

divine and human agency of this community centred in the figure of Christ.

Bonhoeffer’s upholding of the church as the presence of Christ can be compared
to Zizek’s own upholding of Christ’s continued presence as the emancipatory collective
of the Holy Spirit community (Zizek, 2012a, pp. 85-86). The latter explains this
Christological aspect through the use of the folk song ‘Joe Hill” about the murder of a
trade union organiser. The song takes on the form of Joe’s post-mortem apparition to
someone in a dream. To their insistence that Joe is dead, he respdrshey forgot
to kill went on to organize’ (quoted in Zizek, 2012a, p. 68). What survives, Zizek
argues, is that which is more than the bedlge excess or immortal part, the Real of the
subject- and therefore not as the body or ghost but in the context of its intersubjective
exposure, the ‘collective’. With regards to Christ, the body dies as the site of
overcoming the law and any attempt to ‘resurrect’ it by looking for him outside the
community is seen as a mistake ‘which Christ corrects with the famous words: “Where
two or three are gathered in my name, | will be the(ibid., p. 86). Could this not be
read in parallel with Bonhoeffer’s assertion that ‘there is no relation to Christ in which
the relation to the church is not necessarily established as well’ (DBWE 1: p. 127)? Of
course, for Bonhoeffer the presence of Christ is only possible because resurrection
actually occurred®” whereas for Zizek it is the very absence of the resurrection that

makes the presence of that which is more than the body of Christ possible in the Holy

266 Likewise, Bonhoeffer asserts, the Holy Spirit also is ‘only in the church-community, and the church-
community is only in the spirit:Ubi enim ecclesia ibi et spiritus; et ubi spiritus dei, illic ecclesia et omnis
gratid’ [for where the church is there is the Spirit; and where the spirit oisGttere is the church and
every kind ofgrace]” (DBWE 1, p. 144).

2TDBW 12: p. 312: ‘Only where the risen Christ is understood as the ground and the prerequisite for
Christology is it possible to grasp his presence as person.” Cf. pp. 330-331, 359.
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Spirit community. However, it would be a mistake to consider Zizek’s understanding as

some kind of a mystical power through memory. Instead, it is engagement with the Real
Christ. Perhaps Bonhoeffer’s own understanding is also stretched further in the later

stages of his thoughTi¢e Letter$, when he wonders about the church, the ethical
challenge to be stellvertretendefvicarious representative] Wi reference to God’s

place in the world:

Before God, and with God, we live without God. God consents to be
pushed out of the world and onto the Cross; God is weak and powerless
in the world and in precisely this way, and only so, is at our side and
helps us. Matt. 8:17 makes it quite clear that Christ helps us not by virtue
of his omnipotence but rather by virtue of his weakness and suffering!
(16 July 1944 in DBWE 8: pp. 478-479)

The import of Christ and his social embodiment is common and foundational to both

Bonhoeffef®® and Zizek.25°

Bonhoeffer’s emphasis on Christ-existingascommunity, compared to Hegel’s
God-existingascommunity, becomes of central importance in the preservation of
divine transcendence and its relationship to man as the source of subjectivity and

intersubjectivity:

The cord between human beings and God that was cut by the first Adam
is tied anew by God, by revealing God’s own love in Christ, by no longer
approaching us in demand and summons, purely as You, but instead by
giving Gods own self as an I, opening God’s own heart. The church is

268 Bonhoeffer’s focus on the import of Christ for community is only further accentuatecLife Together
(DBWE 5: p. 34.): ‘Our community consists solely in what Christ has done to both of us.” Note the word
‘to’ rather than ‘for’, denoting that Christ has done something to our sociality, rather than a mere punitive
character.

269 7i7ek agrees on the crucial role of Christ for the community as he calls for continual repetition of the
act of Christ as a community.geZizek, 2001b, p. 105 Indeed, despite adopting Hegel’s focus on the
Spirit and describing the new community as the Holy Spirit, he advocatestre cele of Christ and
the incarnation (Zizek, 20106 pp. 371-375).
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founded on the revelation of God’s heart. But since destroying the primal
community with God also destroyed human community, so likewise
when God restores community between human beings and God’s own
self, community among us also is restored once again (DBWE 1: p.
145)270

The preservation of transcendence is what sets apart the church community as a model
for any other community in the first pladgei@., pp. 103, 146). While the latter is a

fallen community composed of individuals in sin and enmity with each other and God,
the church is built upon Jesus as the essential difference who brought fallen humanity
into community with God and thereby also re-established the community with one
another. Bonbeffer reiterates that ‘true’ community requires recognition of the fallen
humanity in Adam: ‘the transformation into a new community-of-God is possible only

if the deficiency of the old is recognised’ (ibid., pp. 148-149). This is not a simple
recognitionthat mankind was wrong in ‘excluding” God and ought now to ‘include’

him, but rather one of total depravity and the necessity of Christ’s soteriological death

on the Crossilfid., p. 124%"* Bonhoeffer then develops the implication of this for the
action d this community: ‘what characterises the Christian notion of vicarious
representative action is that it is vicariously representative strictly with respect to sin
and punishment’ (ibid., p. 155). The authentic community and its life is for Bonhoeffer
only possible within the framework of sin and punishment (Zizek, 2013a, p. 177). The

church community’s difference from any other form of community, not only because of

210 See also pp. 13839.

271 That is why Bonhoeffer (DBWE 1: p. 155) also chastises Ritschl for his denial of the ‘punitive
chacter of the suffering of Jesus’, when the latter argues that the notion of punishment originated in the
context of a legal relationship and therefore ought to be rejected in the Chietigaam. See Ritschl
(1882), pp. 364f., 472ff.
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its relationship with God but fundamentally because of its recognition of total depravity

without him, qualifies it as a model to be follow&d.

The above observed problematic of guilengerges in Bonhoeffer’s
consideration of the church as a community-form paradigm and is again illuminated
with reference to the lawib(d., pp. 148-151). Bonhoeffer describes or explains Christ
and his vicarious representative action as fulfilling the Law. He upholds it as holy and
good and concludes th@hrist’s ‘love had to become complete by fulfilling the law—
that is, the claim of God and of human beingsen to death’ (ibid., p. 149)Zizek, as
observed in the chapter on his theology, instead interpretst’€eiath as traumatizing
the Law and suspending the logic of sin and punishment by committing a senseless act
outside social conventionan act that overcomes the Law. Thus while Bonhoeffer
considers the community itself as broken because of sin, Zizek considers the community
as broken because of the utmost Symbolic Law and calls for its suspension. Rather than
a person dying to sinb{d., p. 123), Zizek speaks of the person dying to the Law or the
Symbolic and coming to existence outside the Symbolic or the legal-ethical. The terror
for Bonhoeffer again seems to be that there is only humanity, opaque and monstrous,
and therefore he grounds the community in the constant and all-knowing gaze of the

redeeming big Other.

The church also becomes a model for any other community because of its
preservation of the dialectical balance between the individual and community, which is

only enabled by, in and through God, specifically through Christ who becomes the

272 Despite a markedifference with regards to total depravity, Bonhoeffer’s assertion of the church as a
paradigm for other communities reveals as Hegelian not only its form,ddwpbn the concept of
objective spirit as objective patterns of social interaction, but also its function.
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‘pioneer of a new humanity’ (ibid., p. 136). Christ’s action as a stellvertretendethen
functions as a model for the vicarious representative action of the church in place of
arother, rather than merely on their behalf, where their fate is accepted 48 tivis.
through this action that the true collectivity of the church emerg€arist existing as
churcheommunity’ (ibid., p. 190)2’*where the individual and community are one

(ibid., p. 16527 Bonhoeffer makes it very clear that this unity is not established upon
uniformity of will or shared purpose, but is brought about by God as the transcendent.

In fact, it finds its embodiment

precisely where the seemingly sharpest outward antitheses prevail, where
each person really leads an individual life][where wills clash [.] it

might very well lead them to remember the One who is over them both,
and in whom both of them are orikiq., p. 192f)

It is only in communion with God that this clashing of wills manifests a single

collective personGesamtpersdr(ibid., p. 193), a unity rather than unanimity.

Specifically, the vicarious representative action, which is founded, grounded and takes
place in Christ, characterises a collectivity from the perspective of Chrat

anthropocentric egalitarianism, but rather equal status in the eyes of God as described in
Galatians 3:22ilid., pp. 204, 2073/” Bonhoeffer presents the New Testament view of

the church arguing for its clear exgsion as a community transcending ‘all national

273 Cf, DBWE 1: pp. 118-121, 188.

274 Cf. pp. 121, 130, 136, 139, 141, 189f., 207, 214, 216, 231, 260, 275, 280, 288. Also see DBW 11:
pp. 269, 271f.

275 Bonhoeffer infers that this holds also for each individual commuasityre concrete form of the

whole: ‘the church-community as a whole is real only in the individual congregation’ (DBWE 1: p. 135).

276 “The Christian idea of equality does not allow for an egalitarianism’ (DBWE 1: p. 207).

277 Insofar as the collectivity of the church is from the perspective df Gtherefore also depends and is
acted upon in faith. See DBWE 1: p. 202.
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and political boundaries’ (ibid., pp. 135-139 at p. 135¥® In being from the perspective

of God, this act is directed toward the independent neighbour as ‘alien’ rather than the
perception of the subjedb(d., p. 169). Insofar as it does not emerge from the subject it
avoids the latter’s absolutization, maintaining the freedom of the other. At the same

time the ability to assert oneself against the knowing subject is limited by the objective
spirit, the collective person of the community of individuals, thus avoiding
absolutization of the Other and maintaining the freedom of the subject and community.
Together the independence of all three is presertbd subject (and community), the
Other and the ethical claim which remains regardless of whether the action is taken or
not2’® Together with the neighbour, this claim and the act itself is grounded in God as
the ultimate Other and seeks to establish God’s rule over humanity (ibid., p. 170). It is a

love tha is marked by surrender to the Other, neighbour and God, where ‘I love the You

by placing myself, my entire will, in the service of the You’ (ibid., p. 169) because God
unreservedly surrenders to nileid., pp. 173, 1775%° Bonhoeffer claims that taking

part inStellvertretungmarks the form of community which does not create community

278 Bonhoeffer views the adoption of the established Greekdekimoia denoting political assembly to
describe this community as opportune, yet the rest of the quote reveals its problem: ‘[...] it is universal
and yet‘one peopl& It is, besides Gentiles and Jews, ‘ttiérd peopl&.” The term “third peoplé&
exposes that whilBonhoeffer’s community of the saints overcomes some boundaries it creates a new
one. This will be discussed next.

279 This claim is what Bonhoeffer has in mind when he writes that ‘each one bears the other’s burden’
(DBWE 1: p. 188)

280 |n describing this tye of ‘being-for-eachether’ [Das Fireinandégy Bonhoeffer draws on the
scriptural accounts of how Moses and Paul were willing to set themselves afitsisemunion with
God for the sake of their people. This is considered as ‘the abyss into which intercession can lead the
individual’ (p. 185).
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at the expense of the individuaifl., pp. 203-204F! but rather preserves the collective

person and a true ethical encounter:

Paul speaks of the church of God. As sudf@od’s reality of

revelation, and the individual is really only a part of & part, however,

as a whole person, as someone elected by God within the church-
community [..]. With the notion of the organism, therefore, Paul wants
to express, on the one hand, that all belong to the body of Christ, who is
the unity of all members; Paul wants to express belonging to God’s

church community, in which alone the individual can live. But, on the
other hand, from this membership there falls the demand, or ragher th
obvious consequence of operating with the wifibliel., p. 138 [29])?%2

Yet Bonhoeffer’s claim that the grounding of the Other, ethical claim and act in God

enables a true collectivity, where the individual is not overcome by community, is
problematic fom a Zizekian perspective.?®® Insofar as the perspective is from God it

does not represent an engagement with the monstrous Other but rather an abstraction or
Symbolic image- as a sinner in need of redemption, brother/sister in faith or Christ

and therefore a distortion. It is not as if the subject catches a glimpse of the mysterious
real Other through Godthe Other exists only in its relation to the big Other rather than

its constitutive exposure to the subject (Zizek, 2013a, pp. 146-147). This claim is thus
heteronomous and from above, not only as a command from the neighbour, but further

as a command from God. Consequently, the ethical is not genuine for it originates in

281 This again is first and foremost in reference to Hegel, or rather Bonhoeffer’s understanding of Hegel as
the immanentist metaphysician of the Spirit with an epistemological consciowe$mebgion (DBW 1.:
pp. 131-132).

282 This is in reference to Paul’s notion of the church as the body of Christ in 1 Corinthians 12.

283 Bonhoeffer’s argument is here along the lines of Milbank who, iThe Monstrosity of Christargues
for a paradoxical constitution of the subject, where God is not only théaim@inof community but its
sole source, or embodiment. Zizek, in contrast, talks about the subject and the new revolutionary
community being constituted in the parallax dialectical view as revelation meanirgtali®mosis. See
Milbank, ‘The Double Glory, or Paradox versus Dialectics: On Not Quite Agreeing with Slavoj Zizek’ in
Zizek and Milbank (2009), p. 110ff.
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God rather than in the subject’s constitutive exposure to the Other. It is rather

vulnerability or finitude and dependency as described earlier that makes one responsible
towards the otheiilfid., p. 138). Therefore Bonhoeffer’s collective person is but an

abstraction and does not describe a properly ethical intersubjectivity. While it might
overcome an ethnic collectivity (Gal 3:22) based in race, political status, even gender, it
does not overcome God and remains abstract. While the big Other overcomes one set of
symbolic differences it replaces them with a new set, where the Other is known only

through and according to the big Other.

Perhaps here again Bonhoeffer’s understanding regarding the ethical is stretched
further during his stay in New York, when he describes something that is prima facie

akin to Zizek’s suspension of the ethical:

Christians stand in freedom, without any backing, before both God and
the world; they alone bear the entire responsibility for how they will deal
with this gift of freedom. Through precisely this freedom, however,
Christians become creative in their ethical actions. Acting according to
principles is unproductive and merely reflects or copies the law. Acting
in freedom is creative. Christians draw the forms of their ethical activity
out of eternity itself, as it were, put these forms with sovereignty in the
world, as deed, asdir own creations born of the freedom of God’s

children. Christians create their own standards for good and evil; only
Christians themselves provide the justification for their acts, just as they
alone bear responsibility for them. Christians create new tablets, new
decalogues, as Nietzsche said of the Overman. Indeed, Nietzsche’s

overman is not, as he imagined, the opposite of the Christian; without
realizing it, Nietzsche imbued the Overman with many of the features of
the free Christian as described and conceived by both Paul and Luther
(DBWE 10: pp. 366-367).
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While the suspension of the ethical is comparable, Bonhoeffer still insists that
suspension itself is from God and claims its exclusivity to the Christian idétitiis

is in clear contrast to Zizek, who understands the Christian core as subverting any
identity, including and foremost the divine, and asserts that it is only from this
standpoint that the ethical is suspended. The ethical is not truly suspended with
Bonhoeffer, for his position remains identitarian. In that sense the difference between
his own Christian identity and Nietzsche’s non-or-over-identiterian Ubermensch is

clear: while both can create new decalogues, only one does so by rising above the

identitarian, while the other remains firmly within it.

Bonhoeffer’s problematic divine personalism is opposed by Zizek’s challenge to
pursue a community without symbolic differences, including those imposed by God as
the big Other, one that does not have to be contrasted with egalitarianism and within
which unreserved surrender to each other takes place without an injunction, grounded
upon respect and acceptance of each other’s vulnerability and limitation. In The
Monstrosity of Chris{Zizek and Milbank, 2009, pp. 301-303), Zizek describes such an
ethical stance with the help of Agota Kristof’s The Notebookwhich is the first volume
of her trilogy entitledThe Notebook- The Proof- The Third Lie(1997). The story
revolves around young twins who live with their grandmother and stand for authentic
ethical naivety at its purest, in that they are spontaneously and without empathy doing

what needs to be done in order to meet their neighbours’ needs. ‘With more people like

284 Cf. 1: p. 156, where Bonhoeffer speakstllvertretungas ‘not an ethical possibility or standard, but
solely the reality of the divine love for the church-community: it isamoethical, but a theological
concept’.
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this, the world would be a pleasant place in which sentimentality would be replaced by a

cold and cruel passion’, Zizek concludes (ibid., p. 303).

Such a community looks beyond Symbolic difference and is not identijtarian

characterised by love ars Zizek calls it, the ethics of indifferencé, is a community:

where | am indifferent toward all, the totality of the universe, and as
such, | actually love you, the unique individual who stands/sticks out of
this indifferent background. Love and hatred are thus not symmetrical:
love emerges out of universal indifference, while hatred emerges out of
universal lovgZizek, 2013a, p. 183)

This kind of love is different from Bonhoeffer’s ‘universal’ love which is, as already

observed, focused only on those present in the gaze of the big Other. Even if it is argued
that all are present in this guise, it is still a love based on abstraction and furthermore
allows for no existence of the subject outside of it. Love of universal indifference, on
the other hand, is based on the constitutive exposure of the subject and its monstrous
excess, a universality that does not exclude but is itself the excluded from the Symbolic
— the sempiternally present inhuman human. This love is, according to Zizek, also

exemplified in Christ’s injunction in Luke 14:26: ‘If anyone comes to me and does not
hate his father and his mother, his wife and his children, his brothers and-sisters

even his own life- he cannot be my disciple.’?®® Rather than being a love of Symbolic
features it is obligatory indifference to those in preference to the existing excess and in

that way a love of all.

285 As observed in section 2.8.1.
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4.1.5 Concluding thought

While Bonhoeffer and ZiZek agree on the sociality of theological concepts, as well as

the theological essence of social concepts and therefore theology’s relevance in pursuit

of community, they disagree on their form. For Bonhoeffer true community is possible
only through, with and from God, whereas for Zizek the big Other abstracts it. This

difference emerges from their respective understanding of theology. While Bonhoeffer
considers it to be foremost the study of the divine groundstgdy of God-, Zizek

deems it as the study of the alien or monstrous, the Real. Whereas Bonhoeffer seeks to
apply the theological concepts of God, sin and the church to demonstrate the shortfall of
the socialphilosophical concepts of person and community, Zizek also employs

theological concepts of Christ, the Fall and the Holy Spirit community for sociological
implication, but not to reveal the divine truth and instruction; rather, he does so to reveal
the cracks and fissures of the current or given order, intimating the existence or

presence of excess.

From Zizek’s perspective Bonhoeffer’s Schelerian personalism betrays a very
limited and secondland understanding of Hegel’s subject-object relationship, where
universality is reduced to totalitarianism of the subject. His alternative of the collective
person rests upon an ethical barrier between persons, asserting the inability and
impermissibility to recognise the Other but also placing them in a relationship of ethical
responsibility. According to Zizek, this ethical constitution of the subject and
impenetrability of the Other is partial for it lacks an ontological foundation of the
subject itself as unknowable. Insofar as intersubjectivity is located in the unknowable

excess of the subject (and the Other), he considers Bonhoeffer’s impenetrability
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restricted to the Other as resulting in a sociality of separation, where the Other is always

alien in their particularity and thus a source of heteronomous ethical demands.

This tension is alsobserved in Bonhoeffer’s grapple with Hegel’s concept of
objective spirit, which he uses to illustrate the dialectically tense spirit of sociality,
within which community emerges. He wishes to preserve the individual in contrast to
his understanding of Heljs transgression of the ethical boundary, where the particular
individual is overcome by the universal. Zizek corrects Bonhoeffer’s understanding of
universalism by pointing out that it should instead be conceived as struggling, a
principle of negativity constantly driving particularities in antagonism to prevent the
notion of totality. According t@&iZek, Bonhoeffer’s sociality of separation seeks to

preserve the individual but ends up sacrificing sociality.

Of course, for Bonhoeffer this is only the foundation, for in the final chapter of
the thesis he grounds the community in the divine by engaging the sociological concepts
of community with theological concepts of God, sin and church. Thus God, the
transcendent Other, becomes the Other that grounds the subiject, its relationship to the
Other and the ethical claim of the community. However, by doing this Bonhoeffer
abstracts them, for the subject, its relationship to the Other and the community no longer
have absolute value apart from God, who assigns identity and orders engagement.
Furthermore, their first assigned value is that of total depravity, for the individual and
the community needs to recognise itself as sinful and guilty, in need of redemption from

God.

Bonhoeffer then describes how God enters the broken community by revealing

himself in and as Christ and redeems it by creating the clquech new community no
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longer grounded upon culpability but in Gehrist existing as community. This
community, where the subject, the Other and the ethical claim of the community are all
maintained by God, is for him the true community and the source for any and all social

considerations in theology.

From Zizek’s perspective, however, Bonhoeffer’s attempt to escape the sinful
totalitarianism of universality results in a total domination of the transcendent big Other,
who abstracts all the concepts by assigning a new identity to the subject, the Other and
the community. It does not represent an engagement with the Real but rather the
construction of a new yet still Symbolic reality. The terror for Bonhoeffer seems to be
that there is only us, inconsistent, ambiguous and lacking; therefore, he grounds the
subject and community in the redeeming big Other by the notion of sin and guilt. Rather
than grounding saal forms and resolving their dialectical tensions in God, Zizek
challenges Bonhoeffer to venture beyond the regulating of the big Other, where the
latter’s role is suspended and the Real subject emerges, to embrace the inconsistent and
lacking struggling universality, not only to contest tleais ex machinas Bonhoeffer
attempts ifThe Letters’®® but, from an ethical concern, to contest and surmount the
deus superanusthe sovereign ordering the ‘reality’, including ‘sociological forms and

relations’ — identity.

The Zizekian reading of Bonhoeffer’s social theology dbanctorum Communio

thus highlights its problems. However, the reading also enables an application of

28616 July 1944 DBWE 8: p. 479.
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Bonhoeffer’s social forms in analysis of the contemporary struggle for social change

located in the revolutionary body. This will be explored in the final section of the thesis.
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4.2 Applying Bonhoeffer’s social typology to the struggle for change

4.2.1 Introduction

A people is ‘community’ in the specific sense, not something that has

grown but only as something willed, namely willed-commugnity
recognised as an end in itself, is a value, for all community is community
of will (DBWE 1: p. 89).

This short section demonstrategotential application of Bonhoeffer’s thought, gleaned
from the ZiZekian reading of Sanctorum Communjdo a contemporary socio-political
discussion. It is thusndertaken in dialogue with Zizek so as to demonstrate the further
dimension of a successful critical theological engagement. Toward this end
Bonhoeffer’s discussion of the types of social forms is applied to Zizek’s analysis of the
contemporary struggle for social change located in the revolutionary community/body.
This not only produces insight into the character of capitalist society, the form and
function of emerging movements such as Occupy and the nature and possibility of

change, but also outlines the dialectical relationship between them.

4.2.2 Bonhoeffer’s typology of social forms

In Section C oSanctorum Communie third chapter, entitled ‘The Sociological
Problem’ (DBWE 1: pp. 80-106), Bonhoeffer presents and discusses a typology of
social forms through the lens of the objective spioitd(, pp. 86-97). In pursuit of an
authentic form, he distinguishes between three types within which ‘wills unite’: society,

the mass and community’. He then proceeds to contrast the meeting of wills in each

287 This criterion of ‘a meeting of wills’ also explains the difference with Scheler’s typology, upon which
Bonhoeffer relies. In contrast to Bonhoeffer, Scheler identifies four difféypes of communities: the
herd/masslife-community[Lebensgemeinschifisociety| Gesellschaft and collective person
[GesamtpersdnOut of them all, Scheler contends, only the latter (collective person) isoste m
profound level of community, characterised by a sense of solidarisr tthidin psychic contagion, over-
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type and argues that, while in society and the mass wills will beside each other, resting
upon common interests or reaction respectively, it is only in community that wills will
together, resting on purposeful acts of wbiq., p. 83). Thus while the mass and

society are temporarynnerzeitlicH and limited by time 4eitbegrendt insofar as they

rest upon coincidence of wills and their rationale, the community exists at the limits of

time [grenzzeitlich (ibid., p. 96).

The contrast Bonhoeffer draws between the forms of sociality reveals a
dialectical tension between these forms and can be employed in a post-Marxist analysis
of contemporary struggles for social changéeir form and relation to the hoped-for
goal— a new beginning. Therefore, first, the perversion of contemporary capitalist
society will be discssed through the lens of Bonhoeffer’s understanding of the
problems of the social form of society. Then the contemporary movement for social
change Occupy will be explored through the lens of the social form of the mass, its
response to society and its limits. Finally, its limits will enable us to draw attention to its
dialectically tense relation with a new beginning through the lens of the social form of

community.

4.2.2.1 Society
Bonhoeffer’s consideration of the form of society as ‘shallow, suspicious and egotistic’
(ibid., p. 91) lends itself nicely to Zizek’s own view of the contemporary global neo-

liberal society as perverse and serving only the interests of capital.

identification with community or common interest. He also contends that the dhunglfar the most
expansive collective person, including all finite persepsst, present and future. See ‘Unser
Personbegriff im Werhaltnis zmderen Formen Personalistischer Ethik” in Scheler 2005), pp. 522595.
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Having no substance beyond its coming together in pursuit of a common goal,
society needs to be tied together with written documents and agreements, which ensure
society’s adherence to that goal. In that sense, Bonhoeffer argues, the society itself is
used extensively in this pursuit and ‘the only reason this is not called unethical is that it
is based on consent and applies equally to all’ (ibid., p. 90). What Bonhoeffer’s acute
observation conveys is the functional perversion of contemporary society’s legal
framework in the service of particular interests. Even though the legal framework was
originally set up as a tool to ensure society’s adherence to its stated purpose, it becomes
the telos of society which itself serves the ord&om serving the will of the people to
people serving its will or the will of particular interests, tpbgise. This is why Zizek
describes the current global society as postpolitical, trapped in service to the legal
philosophy of capitalism, ensuring that particular economic interests are set up as the
legal order (Zizek, 2010c, pp. 118-119). Politics itself is in the service of the legal
philosophy of the greater economic system. A double instrumentalisation is observed: of
society in service to the legal system and of the legal system in the service of economic
interests. Bonhoeffer’s remark about the form of society as shallow, suspicious and

egotisti@l thus also holds for the contemporary global society.

Bonhoeffer also asserts that any society is transitory (DBWE 1: p. 94), and this
temporality has recently been shown in numerous callsdbange of the global order,
such as the Occupy movement. In the discussion of these movements Zizek calls for a
construction of new political subjects who break out of the legal entanglement and
ground a new collective space. The Occupy movement will be explored next through

the lens of Bonhoeffer’s form of the mass.
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4.2.2.2 Mass

In contrast to society as a rational willing of wills, Bonhoeffer uses the‘temss to
describe social bonding where wills come together as a mechanical response to certain
stimuli (ibid., pp. 93-96). Given its purely mechanical nature, Bonhoeffer does not
consider this form of sociality as genuine and only discusses it as human ‘because it is
composed of conscious beings’ (ibid., p. 93). Furthermore, he infers that because of its
mechanical nature any bonding is accidental and vanishes as soon as the stimuli
disappear- it is temporaryiphnerzeitlicH. However, as this section will show,
consideration of the function and form of mass is not to be abandoned too hastily, as
Bonhoeffer’s insights will be applied to a post-Marxist analysis of Occupy. As a
movement for social change it can be regarded as a response to the current socio-
political conditions, yet is far from purely mechanical and is full of potential for the

emergence of an alternativex new beginning.

4.2.2.2.1 Occupy

Occupy, the diverse and multifocal international movement against social inequality and
economic injustice, could be considered as correspondiBgrimeffer’s social type of

mass, for it emerged as a response to the external provocation of neoliberal conditions
and infringement of social rights and well-being. The social movement derived from the
protests against budget cuts imposed by the University of California in response to the
post-2007 financial crisis, as students occupied campus buildings under the slogan
‘Occupy Everything, Demand Nothing’ .28 It first received widespread attention at the

‘Occupy Wall Street’ protest in Zuccotti Park in September 2011 against the global

288 Bady and Konczal (2012).
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financial system and within a month had spread around the globe. Soon there were
localised protests in cities eighty-odd countries against the way in which national and
international politics have been thwarted in their service to the interests of large
corporations. Insofar as Occupy emerges in and embodies the response to a set of wider

socio-political stimuli it can, according to Bonhoeffer, be considered as mass.

In agreement with Bonhoeffer, the structure of Occupy corresponds to the nature
of its emergencé® set-up and unfolding in response to the existing politics as
democratically compromised. The individual protests function as a platform for
participatory democracy, where anyone can contribute in leader-less discussions,
analysing the local situation and issuing statements with alternatives in due time. There
is no privileging and rushing of decisions. Thus, for example, the movement in London
released a statement on corporations and called for an end to tax evasion by wealthy
firms in late November 2011, after initi@cupation outside St. Paul’s on October 15t
(Occupy London, 2011)Occupy’s anti-hierarchical structure, with direct access for all
in its consensus-based decision-making process, is a response to the really existing

hierarchical politics.

Where the diference begins to emerge is with Bonhoeffer’s consideration that in
the mass ‘the boundary of personhood is lost” (DBWE 1: p. 93) and the individual is no
longer a person but an anonymous particle of the makawn into it and directed by
it’ (ibid., p. 94). However, is it true that the Occupy’s bonding ‘is not supported by the

separateness of the person and thus cannot last’ (ibid.)? Is this observenh their slogan,

289 Cf. DBWE 1: p. 93.
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‘We are the 99%’ — individuals morphed into a faceless mass? Quite the opposite, for
the protests embody the individualisation of those considered faceless in the financial
global order. Thus the slogan was originally launched as a Tumblr blog page in August
2011, making visible individuals and their stories of social inequality and economi
injustice. Furthermore, its participatory democracy is anything but totalitarian. Thus,
even though Occupy is a movement of response, the emerging sociality is far from

overcome by the mass.

Interestingly, Bonhoeffer observes that the social form of masstes the most
powerful experiences of unity’ (ibid., p. 94), but quickly notes that this perception is a
confusion of mass-unity and comm-unity. While the formets ‘on the parallel
direction of the wills of a number of persons’ (ibid., p. 93), the latter rests upon a true
meeting of wills. As such, Bonhoeffer argues, it is unable to create a social form
[Sozialgebildg (ibid., p. 88). As previously note@ccupy’s unity is not a
totalitarianism of mass (rather it is particularised); the questioni:yavhether it is able
to create a social form. However, it is important to stress that no social movement is the
alternative or the hoped-for goal in itself. Therefore, the mass-unity of an emerging
movement is such in the current condition/global order and the alternative will emerge
only after the latter is subverted. While Occupy performs the role of a catalyst for social
change, it is not the community yet. However, without it and its mass-unity change is
impossible, for the overcoming of Capitalism as the big Other tying the people together
must begin from the position of this recogniti@therwise, any ‘alternative’ will
remain part of this system or ‘society’. While the mass is not yet the alternative, it is its

necessary and, as we shall see, potential catalyst.
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It is with regards to its potential for an alternative that Occupy has been
criticized forits lack of clearly defined goals. Thus the political theorist of non-violence
Gene Sharp warned that ‘the protesters don’t have a clear objective, something they can
actually achieve. If they think they will change the economic system by simply staying
in a particular location, then they are likely to be very disappointed. Protest alone
accomplishes very little’.2%° Zizek, who himself addressed the protesters in Zuccotti
Park in October 2013 in ‘Occupy Wall Street, Or, the Violent Silence of a New
Beginning’ (2012b, pp. 77-89) warned against the protests ending in mere rejection of
the current order and called for a start to the laborious task of imagining an alternative.
However, Zizek at the same time defended the movement by affirming the essentiality

of its initial pure negativity:

[O]ne always has to begin this way, with a formal gesture of rejection
that is initially more important than any positive conteonly such a
gesture opens up the space for a new content. In the psychaanalyti
sense, the protesters are indeed hysterical actors, provoking the master,
undermining his authority; and the question with which they were
constantly bombarded, ‘But what do you want?’ aims precisely at

precluding the true answetits point is: ‘Say it in my terms or shut up!’

In this way, the process of translating an inchoate protest into a concrete
project is blockedibid., p. 84)

He thus dismissed the calls for a list of clear objectives and negotiations as compromise
of the movement’s radical nature and potential and called for a thorough consideration
in making ‘feasible and legitimate’ but ‘de facto impossible’ demands (ibid.), such as

universal healthcare, which disturb the very core of the hegemonic ideology. The

movement’s lack of clearly defined goals is thus not only due to its mechanical nature,

20 Sharp (2011).
21 7i7ek (2011).
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but represents the only way to avoid being subsumed within the current order and to

subvert it.

Far from an emerging movement such as Occupy representing merely a
mechanical reaction to the neoliberal conditions, a sort of reflex which is unable to
bring about anything concrete, it is rather where the emerging alternative is to be
located. In other words, mass carries the potential to become a “critical mass’, reaching
the point at which it converges into something more than a mechanical reaation
community. It is to a discussion of the characteristics or parameters of this alternative in

the social form of community that we turn next.

4.2.2.3 Community
As noted in the introduction to this chapter, Bonhoeffer regards community alone as an
authentic social form, as its essence is not commonality but reciprocal will.

Accordingly, its telos as the essence of community cannot be elaborated:

A community may have a rational telos, but its very essence is not
absorbed by that telos, nor identical with it. Instead, community as such
is characterised by value, as is history, and, as value-bearing, transcends
inner historical limitations (DBWE 1: p. 95 [114]).

Rather than having a purpose/goal-orientegppltied essence, the community’s

essence is completely objectlesthat is its value. The community is an end in itself
and thus pure williid., p. 89). It is due to this grounding that it exists at the limits of
time [grenzzeitlich or outside time, manifesting in the present, the past and the future,

and is therefore transcenderf&That is why, ZiZek observes, it ‘can’ (as in “has the

2921 elaborating this point the idealist Bonhoeffer is most visible: ‘The concept of community thus also
contains the idea of infinite time, whose only limit is the boundatintd. The“duratior?’ of community
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potentialto”) manifest in various guises, Christianity, Ancient Greek democracy,
Lenin’s Bolshevik revolution, Eastern Europe’s undermining of Communism in the

1980s or indeed the Occupy movement against Capitalism.

It is this transcendence that attracts Zizek to the theological considerations of the
revolutionary moment of the community and informs his understanding of its pure
externality ‘from above’ as ‘grace’.2%2 For both Bonhoeffer and Zizek, this formative
‘moment’ is manifested in history but is not restricted to it or by it. Rather, in contrast
to the form of society which exists only within history coming ‘to an end with the
satisfaction of the individual’s wishes’ (DBWE 1: pp. 95, 101), the transcendent value
itself breaks in and shapes history. This also means that community is not historically
verifiable and is from that perspective invisible, even though it is always present and

part of the historical communityb{d., pp. 216, 223-226):

The empirical church lives in history. Just as the individual spirit, as a
member of the church, has particular tasks at particular times, so the
objective spirit of the church has an individual character; that is, it is
different at any given time. It gets its character from the historical
context. But the fact that the objective spirit is part of history necessarily
implies that it is fallible and imperfect as far as its understanding and will
are concerne(bid., pp. 214-2158)

It is thus exactly in and through its particularity of understanding and will that
community is transcendent.

The transcendental of this form of community, which for Bonhoeffer and Zizek

is a theological category, also means that it is only understood within its actuality, not

is identical with the duration of history. Of course, we speak of aamitgnas an idea, not as an empirical
entity’ (DBWE 1: p. 95 [114]).
293 See “Introduction: From Christ to Lenin... and Back” in Zizek (2001b), pp. 1-5.
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outside it. Bonhoeffer’s assertion that the church can be ‘understood fully only from

within, on the basis of its own claim; only on this basis can we develop appropriately
critical criteria for judging it” (ibid., p. 127), can be compared with Zizek’s statement

that it is cognitively accessible only from within (Ziiek, 2001b, p. 105). Indeed, to an

outsider, the community does not make sense and remains pure idealist utopia. That is
why the radical demands of Occupy are perceived as impossible and why if an
alternative is to emerge, it will have to be judged according to its own criteria, its radical

core.

Moreover, in keeping with its transcendent dialectical nature, this knowledge
precedes it; community is established upon already existing knowledge and
acknowledgement. Bonhoeffer thus highlights the necessity of faith, which, together
with revelation, is ‘not a possible method by which to gain academic knowledge; rather,
by acknowledging the claim of revelation, faith is given the prerequisite for positive
theological language’ (DBWE 1: pp. 127, 133[23]). For Zizek, faith is the miracle
(Zizek, 2001b, 148) that enables the traversing of fantasy by acknowledging revelation
as the impossible becoming possible and thus enables a political act, which might seem
impossible from the current coordinates, yet once it arrives, it always already was and
becomes ‘routine’ (Zizek, 2010c, pp. 13-14¥%* Zizek and Bonhoeffer contend that the
community logically establishes its own foundation in itself. Thus when the ‘irrational’
demand of Occupy is met and the coordinates of the current situation overcome, it will

be of the future perfect.

294 Cf. DBWE 1: p. 144. Also see again section 2.7.1.
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It is this impossibility of the authentic community that marks it as distinct to any
other form. t is possible, Bonhoeffer argues, ‘to deduce certain impulses towards
community that become visible in the empirical formation of community; but this still
does not lead tthe concept of the church’ (DBWE 1: p. 133). Accordingly, while it is
possible to deduce certain impulses towards Zizek’s struggling community from various
movements, including Occupy, it is important not to confuse the movement with
community as such. Tlere but the necessary ‘place’ where the distinct community
can emerge when revelation is believed or taken seriéttslyius any analysis of the

Occupy movement as the end result ends in failure.

The empirical form of the community has a will and life of its own. Bonhoeffer
describes it as guided by the Spiifitid., p. 209)2°6 while Zizek presents this in Christ’s
act which, while irrational, from within the existing coordinates, actually suspends them
(Zizek, 2000b, pp. 133, 135, 143). This is what the breaking in of community does with
the existing forms of sociality: it suspends them. Yes, within the realm of other forms of
society the acts of the community are perceived as madness. Is this not also the case
with Occupy, whose refusal to produce a clear list of goals is frowned upon from the
perspective of the global political order? That is why the movement’s demands ought
not to be ‘feasible’ and ‘legitimate’, but ‘de facto impossible’ in order to change the
very coordinates of the situation. Failure to do so would be to remain within the

particular capitalist world order.

25 Cf. DBWE 1: p. 144.
2% From page 208 onward Bonhoeffer engages in a description of the enfpimcalf the church.
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This statement brings us to the final characteristic of the new comrmuisty
contingency. Despite its absolute necessity it is only a historical potentiality and even
then incredibly fragile. Since, as already observed/fark (2001b, p. 105) its
emergence through various ‘new beginnings’ is only a possibility, the Occupy
movement carries the potential to bear an alternative, but this is not ensured.
Furthermore, the community is incredibly fragile. Bonhoeffer writes about it, saying
that the church ‘continues to fall again and again, it comes into being anew, passes
away, and comes into being once more’ (DBWE 1: p. 213).2% Just as Lenin’s revolution
led to the perverse ideology of Stalinism, the communality of the Arab Spring was taken
over by religious fundamentalists, so too the Occupy movement, without the proper
stance in relation to what happened in Zuccotti Park, that is by accepting the rules of the
game or the coordinates dictated by the system, can transform its radicality into

perversion.

4.2.3 Concluding thought

This section has applied Bonhoeffer’s understanding of the sociological function of the

forms of society, mass and community in analysis of the contemporary capitalist society
as selfish and perverse, the responsive nature of challenges posed to it by emerging
movements, such as Occupy, as well as the transcendence of the alternative social form.
With the help of Zizek, contrasting the two revealed the dialectical tension between

their sociological function the necessary responsitgethe-current-conditions-of-

society character of movements such as Occupy, their essentiality and potential, but also

297 Of course, for Bonhoeffer this is because of sin, in that thenzonity of saints is still a community of
sinners peccatorum communjo
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their difference from the transcendent form of their hope for a new beginaimgw

form of sociality. Far from them merely excluding each other, they instead embody a
tense relationship where one emerges at the cracks of the other. To paraphrase
Bonhoeffer, every society is limited by time, mass emerging on its borders temporarily,
only in order for the possibility of transcendental community, wtachowever,

inherently fragile.
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Conclusion

Theology is always a form of criticism, a search for truth against all its
ideological competitors (Floyd, 1991, p. 175).

This thesis set out to explotig potential of theology’s engagement with critical theory

— a critical theologySpecifically, it did so by observing Slovenian post-Marxist
philosopher Slavoj Zizek’s appropriation of theology, the origin and context of this
endeavour, as well as its resula distinctly theological form of political thought. It

briefly examined the theological responses to it and outlined the potential of
engagement with his understanding of the exclusivity and necessity of theology for
political thought in order to bring about change, whether actualized or prospective. To
that end, an investigation of the grounds of this engagement was conducted in the form
of a critical reading exercise, where the social theology of the modern theologian
Dietrich Bonhoeffer expressed in his first dissertaamctorum Communjafter

exploring the origin and context of his engagement with social philosophy, was read
alongside and from the perspective of Zizek’s materialist political theology, to

demonstrate the potential of Zizek’s political thought for engagement with Bonhoeffer’s
manifestly social theological thought. The contact point between them was thus the
shared conviction about not only the sociological potential of theology but its absolute
necessity. In addition to this conviction, the intellectual formation of both and thus the
form and content of their thought were influenced bYGF. Hegel’s philosophy of

social relation. The exercise demonstrated ways in which Zizek’s thought can be

appropriated as a resource in the service of theology, as well as how Bonhoeffer’s
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thought can be appropriated in the service of critical theory, thus exhibiting how

engagement with critical theory embodies the integral critical character of theology.

Zizek’s utilisation of theology is part of the post-Marxist critical theoretical
exploration of theological resources for the analysis and critique of contemporary
society. This is rooted already in Marxist recognition of a revolutionary potential in
theology, observed in the example of Thomas Muntzer, but liberated of orthodox
Marxist preconceptions in Adorno and Horkheimer’s rejection of the dualism between
myth and enlightenment. Zizek also considers the demarcation between the categories
of religion and the secular an obfuscating myth. That is why he regards current
discussions of the postsecular, in which religion functions in service to the political, as a
myth. Even though his voice at time is heard within these discussions, he instead sees
them as a continuation of that myth which he seeks to subvert. Thus Zizek is in the
company of post-Marxist thinkers such as Alain Badiou and Giorgio Agamben in
recognising theology as the grounding element of the socio-political and therefore
necessary for illumination of faults and cragkshe capitalist political order, and

foremost the emergence of an alternative.

It is this deddedly Western Marxism which is the shaping force of Zizek’s life,
from childhood in a non-aligned and culturally comparatively free Yugoslavia, where he
began to build his encyclopaedic knowledge of Hollywood cinema, to the pivotal
University teaching oBozidar Debenjak, who introduced him to the Frankfurt School
and German idealism. Indeed, it was in Debenjak’s course that Zizek read Marx’s Das
Kapital through the lens dflegel’s Phdnomenologie des Geistas approach which

persists in his contemporary writings. Unfortunately, the role of Debenjak in his
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intellectual formation remains completely unresearched, as does the period of his
studies at the University of Ljubljana (1967-1981) and academic productivity before his
international establishment with publicationTéfe Sublime Object of Ideologp 1989.

It was this critical theoretical Western Marxism that brought Zizek’s attention to

theology, be it through Hegel’s idealism or Lacan’s psychoanalytic theory — the more

Zizek’s Marxist political thought developed, the more theologically pronounced it

became.

Certainly, it is the critical theoretical ‘engagement’ of these three theories —
Hegel’s idealism, Lacan’s psychoanalysis and Marx’s political theory — that shape
Zizek’s multifarious and interdisciplinary thought. Marx provides the understanding of
the mechanism by which the capitalist system perpetuates-iselblogy— and the
motivation for Zizek’s critique of capitalist ideology — the hope of revolutionary
change. Supplementing Althusser’s Ideological State Apparatuses, Zizek delivers a
theory of the individual’s complicity in the function of ideology and its perpetuation,
interpolating themselves through the desire to live in a consistent reality. This
understanding is gained through Lacaho provides Zizek with the psychoanalytic
framework of ideology as the Symbolic and its critique as the disturbing emergence of
the Real, with the subject existing on the borders of the two. Ideology works when the
subject identifies with the Symbolic but when cracks appear the Real subject emerges
and highlights the abstruse and arbitrary character of ideology. It is thus in these
instinctive and psychological processes, Zizek argues, that ideology functions. Finally,
Hegel provides him with the methodology to carry out this analysis of the subject and

its involvement in the understanding of the worldialectics Zizek’s understanding of
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Hegel is marked by tension or negativity that stretches the ideological construction and
becomes the location of possible change through a concretisation of contradiction
revolution. This excess or the Real disrupting the perception of reality as well-ordered is

by Zizek understood as theological (in function).

Zizek’s revolutionary political thought, then, is enabled by the theological, for it
is only the latter as the excess which enables change and escape from the ideological
sempiternal cycle. Even though reference to the theological dimension in his thought is
always present, Zizek begins to articulate this critical and/or radical understanding of
theology and its subversive political potential through engagement with Badiou. What
they both observe in Paul is an example of ontological subversion of the existing order.
Paul’s undermining of the Roman Imperial authority by bringing the excluded or
unrepresented in that order to the fore thus becomes a model for that action in the global
capitalist order. The excluded element represents the true universality and exposes the
non-substantiality of the global capitalist ordBlis negativity is for Zizek the key, as
only detachment from a given situation can bring about change. That is why Christ dies
to the Law, rather than fulfilling it. This is the Chiis experience that Zizek refers to
as necessary for change, rather than it being a reference to actually existing Christianity,
which is of course rejected as having reinstated the Law and thus perverse. This
experience, already observed with Job in the Old Testament but fully realised by Christ,
is characterised by doubt and resistance to meaning and realisation of the abstruseness
and ambiguity of reality. Thus Christ’s realisation is that there is no God as the big
Other maintaining and directing things. In other words, what dies on the Cross is God as

the big Other. Indeed, it is not only that Job doubts God and Christ realises that where
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there is supposed to be God there is nothing, but rather that with Job, God doubts
himself and himself dies on the Cross. Whenever meaning is no longer searched for,
ideology collapses.hat avoidance of meaning is theological, Zizek argues, the true
subversive core of theology as challenging the imposition of meaning by pointing out
the excluded and thus creating tension, the place where an alternative can emerge. The
alternative is the struggling universality, where community is no longer reliant on any
ethnic or political identity or order but directly confronted with each other and self-
organising. This community is inherently fragile and thus far from stable, always more
in need of emerging rather than existing. The question of whether community without
the support of the big Other can persist shofitan Zizek’s perspective, be

reformulated into whether the community relying upon it is authentic. Rather than
maintaining a community form and thus assuming a position, materialist theology

challenges it by recognising the excluded within it.

Therefore, what was pursued in the second part of this thesis was an application
of the potential for engagement with ZiZek’s radical political theology to the social
theology of the modern theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s first dissertation Sanctorum
Communiq wherein the latter engaged sociological analysis and church dogmatics in

order to demonstrate theology’s sociological potential.

Bonhoeffer’s engagement of theology with social philosophy was set in the
context of his life and modern theology, specifically his intellectual formation during
his studies at the University in Berlin. Raised in the years following World War | in a
world concerned with the future of humanity and critical of its progress, he developed

an interest in theology and philosophy and ventured into theological waters, finding
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himself at the Friedrich WilHen University in Berlin, where the theological faculty
cultivated the engagement between the two and also the general engagement of theology
with other academic disciplines. It is within this context of situating theology in the
modern world, built upon the foundations of nineteenth century figures like Kant,
Schleiermacher, Kierkegaard, Strauss and Hegel, that Bonhoeffer’s own endeavour to

exegete and apply the ethical and sociological potential of traditional theological
concepts should be understood. This was observed in particular with regards to three
figures: the systematic theologian Ernst Troeltch and his interest in the sociological
realities of theologywho, even though no longer alive during Bonhoeffer’s education,
influenced the thought of his lecturers and inherently his own dissertation; the historian
of dogma and his dissertation supervisor Reinhold Seeberg and his philosophical
openness in terms of the focus on the moral and social dimensions of theological
reflection; and the church historian Adolf von Harnack and his ethical concern oriented
toward action and the maturity of the world come-of-age and the place of faith within it.
As observed in 3.on Bonhoeffer’s intellectual biography, the social orientation,
philosophical openness and ethical concern are distinct characteristics of the entirety of
his works and indeed their application in life, be it in his ecumenical endeavours or

work with the Confessing Church.

However, Bonhoeffer’s distinctly modern sociological conviction of all
theological concepts, in particular ecclesiologitich sets him apart from Barth’s
fixation on the transcendent, stems not only from these theological thinkers but also
from the influence of Hegel. In the past the influence of the latter on Bonhoeffer’s

intellectual formation has been overlooked and has only begun to emerge over the last
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thirty years. Thus Marsh’s recognition of Bonhoeffer’s appreciation and an attempt to

develop Hegel’s thought needs to be explored further. Hopefully this thesis has

contributed to that project, albeit in a limited manner, by demonstrating the foundational
role of Hegel’s concept of objective spirit in the development of Bonhoeffer’s

communitarianism.

Attention thenturned to a reading of Bonhoeffer’s argument about the
sociological relevance of the theological concept of the churBhmgtorum Communio
alongside ZiZek in order to compare their understanding of the theological import for
social organisation and explore the potential for engagement between them. This
exercise proved very helpful, for in a wihgontextualised Bonhoeffer in his attempt to
deal with sociological issues theologically as a theological search for an authentic
community and thus made his thought clearer. The contrasting of his transcendental
personlist community and ethic of universal love with Zizek’s materialist ontological
community and ethic of indifference revealed that while they both perceive their
discipline to have a complex and interdisciplinary history and nattiamd they agree
that the essence of social concepts is theological and that theological concepts are
social, they differ on the form that community takes. For Bonhoeffer an authentic form
of community can only be grounded in and by God, while for Zizek it is grounded in the
absence of God as the big Other. Thus, while the former sees a community without God
as totalitarian, sinful, the latter sees the community with God as abstract. While the

former employs theological concepts in order to ground his understanding as a sociality

2% They also could both engage a wider body of sources from aslogslithes and do it with more care,
with primary references, rather than relying on other people’s interpretations.
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of separation, the latter employs them to reveal the cracks and fissures of that imposed
understanding. While the former wishes to preserve the individuality rooted in God, the
latter deems that as sacrificing the sociality enabled by God’s absence. While the former

holds that the community, individuality and their ethical claim are maintained and
mediated by God, the latter argues that true engagement only occurs when these are left
to their own devicedn summary, while Bonhoeffer and Zizek agree on the sociological

import of theology, they differ on the resulting sociological feracommunity reliant

on God or one of his absence.

The reading exercise indicated some ways in which Zizek’s thought can be
appropriated as a resource in the service of theology, as well as how Bonhoeffer’s

thought can be appropriated in the service of critical theory.

First, Zizek’s struggling community can be appropriated in the service of
theology to reveal the sociologically dangerous potential in Bonhoeffer’s transcendent
community of saints that of identity politics. His illuminating critique of the
traditional and Bonhoeffer’s understanding of Galatians 3:28 as suspending identities
only through the creation of a new one, hangs like a sword of Damaocles, particularly in
light of Bonhoeffer’s immediate context.?%° The short-sightedness of his fellow German
Christians to recognise the full problem of the Aryan paragraph and lack of concern for
their neighbours, whether or not theg &hristian, highlights this entrapment within the

particular at the expense of the universality it excludes. Upon this consideration, it

299Pugh notes: ‘In the context of Bonhoeffer’s life, we see the manifestation of one of Western
Christianity’s greatest failures. Its inability to dissociate itself from the military and political apparatus of
Nazi Germany [...]; all these things serve to illustrate that Christianity in that situation had become
nothing more thaan enfeebled and useless religion” (Pugh, 2008, p. 17).
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seems that Zizek’s drawing of attention to the theological character as the excess or
monstrous, transcendental, never submitting to an identity but rather blurring the
hypostasized boundaries between them irrevocably, ought to be considered carefully.
Indubitably, this confrontational chatar of theology is decidedly ‘queer’,3°° horizontal

rather than vertical, located in the excess of an identity, even its own, thus exercising its
critical role in an inherent manner.

Considered from the perspective of Milbank’s accusation, is such a character of
theology as perspective, rather than position, heterodox? While it perhaps is not
traditional or conventional, it cannot take a different form in its operation, for
theology’s character has always been one of challenging narratives and revealing
exceptions, as has been observed in the story of Job. Turning to the New Testament, are
the gospel accounts not an embodiment of a challenge to the perceptions and
expectations of those who meet Jesus? In the Sermon on the Mount he said to the
disciples, You are the salt of the earth; but if salt has lost its taste, how can its saltiness
be restored? It is no longer good for anything, but is thrown out and trampled under
foot” (Matthew 5:13). The character of theology is necessarily critical or, to appropriate
Ward, ‘a radicality inseparable from its orthodoxy’ (2005, p. 266).

In order to remain true to this character, theology must remain critical. If it fails
to do so, it becomes trapped in the magical circle of political theology of abstraction,
where theology, rather than challenging a particular socio-political setup, surrenders its
apocalyptic (i.e. revelatory) capacity and validates it. Any yielding under the objection

that this sounds too opaque and fails to offer an alternative, represents a compromise of

300 Similar to queer theory’s challenge to categories of identity related to gender and sexuality as
normative its character is challenging any notion of identity.
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its radical nature and potential and results in service to that which it is supposed to
challenge. This refusal means that theology is more a perspective than a position but the
shift of perspective is necessary if an alternative is to emerge. To paraphrase the words
of another critical philosopher, Etienne Balibar, the task of the theologian
with respect to universality is precisely to understand the logic of these
contradictions and, in a dialectical way, to investigate their dominant and
subordinated aspects, to reveal how they work and how they can be

shifted or twisted through the interaction of theory and practice or, if you
prefer, discourse and politics (Balibar, 2007).

Only in this way is theology understood as critical, self-critical and constructive
reflection on faith and is its sanctity preserved. Thus, to paraphrase Kant (1998, p. 100
(Axi)) and Raschke (2016, p. 10), not only do we live in the age of the critical, where
theology must submit to it and be employed in its service, but theology always is

essentially critical.

Does that mean that the only advantage of theology is negative, continually
challenging a position and not providing one? | argue that this negativity becomes
positive when we perceive that its accession to a position leads inevitably, not to an
expansion and implementation but, a narrowing and diminishing of its potential,
threatening to supplant entirely its radical character in the service of a position. Critical
theology then is no doubt characteristically negatigecritique rather than a doctrine,

or, a canon rather than a new organdut is for that reason functionally positive.

SecondBonhoeffer’s analysis of social forms in Sanctorum Communioan be
appropriated in the service of critical theory. This was demonstrated in the final section

4.2 where Bonhoeffer’s discussion of the types of social forms — society, the mass and
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community— was applied in analysis of the contemporary struggle for social change
located in the revolutionary community/bodygether with Zizek’s own analysis. This
produced insight into the character of the capitalist society as selfish and perverse, the
responsive form and function of emerging movements, the possibility of change and the
transcendent nature of a new form of sociality, and the dialectically tense relationship
between them. Despite the difference in their understanding of theobsghe study

of divine grounding or as the surplus or monstretisis short section thus

demonstrated a successful critical theological engagement.

This thesis has thus demonstrated that when critical theory is engaged in
theological reflection, it draws attention to and clarifies the full dimensionality of the
necessary critical character of theology. Appropriated as a resource in reflection on the
act, content and implications of the Christian faith, it serves to evaluate the positon,
function and method of theology. It brings out its negative aspect and propaedeutic role,
demonstrating its distinctly critical sociological potehtigherefore, engagement with

critical theory is pertinent to the explication and enunciation of critical theology.
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