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God and the Sublime

 
University of Notre Dame

What kind of theology articulates God and the sublime? Were this question posed
by someone other than Laurence Hemming the chances are that it would quickly
lead to a history of liberal Protestantism and its colonization of Catholicism. Every-
one knows the story. It begins with a revolution. The Old Theology is overthrown
in Königsberg: revelation and liturgy, and a lot of other dusty stuff, are pushed off
to the side, though not thrown away altogether. So we are free at last! It turns out,
though, that it was not a revolution but a coup. We are getting another King, and
he is just about to be crowned. Word on the street says he comes from the royal
house of the Sublime and that his name is ‘Experience.’ He is German, needless
to say, and is known to some high up in the land as Erlebnis and to others as
Erfahrung. The common people are often confused. Yet the King is religious – or
at least very moral – and he rules benignly for a long time, granting state favors
to Hegel and Schleiermacher. Even when he is dead, people look back to his reign
with nostalgia: they become known in the land as ‘Rahnerians.’

But, as I say, the old King dies. There is talk about Entleben from a man called
Heidegger; another citizen, Adorno, declares that Erfahrung is impossible anyway.
A man called Barth preaches vigorously that ‘Experience’ should never have been
crowned in the first place, and his friend, von Balthasar, is nostalgic for an old
member of the family who has not been heard of in years, a certain ‘Archetypal
Experience.’ Yet good king ‘Experience’ was far from impotent – in fact, he was
very attached to ‘Feeling’ – and so the royal house of the Sublime is not without
issue. A new King assumes the throne, taking the name ‘Limit-Experience,’ and a
fresh generation, called ‘Postmodernists,’ once again pay court. The new King is
often indisposed, however, and the throne is mostly vacant. The Postmodernists
wink and talk about the experience of non-experience. They are a clever lot. Some
say that, in this brave new world, we experience events as images, and indicate
a vast abyss called ‘the imaginary.’ They peer in and see no God there. Far from
being deflated, they are exuberant and are soon talking about ordinary things in
uplifting terms. The authority of the king is diffused throughout the land, they
say, and he does not need to be seen upon the throne.
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Laurence does not tell this story. Indeed, he tells us that he does not wish to
relate a history at all, and does something far more interesting. He begins with the
Postmodernists peering into the imaginary, still concerned with ‘upliftment’ even
in a world without God, and offers a theological genealogy of our predicament.
What kind of theology articulates God and the sublime? There are two possib-
ilities, since we inherit two senses of ‘theology,’ one from Aristotle (the logos of
the highest ground) and another from St Thomas (sacra doctrina), and Laurence is
quick to point out how easy it is for Thomists and non-Thomists alike to remake
Aristotle in the image of Thomas and vice versa. We need to differentiate these
two thinkers very carefully, and Laurence makes good use of Heidegger for this
purpose. I will not go into detail with respect to the analyses that Laurence offers
of Aristotle and Thomas. They are at once bold and finely shaded, as is the account
of Longinus. I am in broad agreement with him that the sublime can work only
in terms of a theological anthropology that draws from natural categories, and
that one does not find this in Thomas. Nor, needless to say, does one find it in
Barth. The two theologians agree that the sublime appears in Christian theology
as an element that was thought philosophically rather than theologically and that
therefore has never been thought with sufficient inwardness by Christians. Post-
modernists might well have taken aim at theology, but they have hit Aristotle
rather than Thomas, theology as an attempt to secure the highest ground rather
than as the development of sacra doctrina. Not that this situation allows Theology
to continue reflecting on Scripture and the Fathers in splendid isolation. It must
still traverse the postmodern as part of its difficult task of establishing a space in
which God might be encountered and an understanding of what this ‘encounter’
might mean.

Postmodernity may have offered a range of withering critiques of the sub-
ject, but its theological starting point all too often remains in those critiques.
Accordingly, its reflections on God largely remain in an attenuated theological –
or, rather, philosophical – anthropology derived from natural categories (or from
their transcendental matrix) that keeps generating effects of ‘upliftment.’ Such is
Laurence’s first point, and I agree with it. Co-ordinate with Laurence’s insight is
the lamentable situation in which God is figured as a value, a state of affairs that
leads to the devaluation of the deity. This is Laurence’s second point. Again, I
agree: I argued to the same end, although in a different way, in The Trespass of the
Sign when examining apophatic theology. Yet Laurence has a third general point
to make. Theology has a double task, to understand what ‘transcendence’ means
in the postmodern world and, having achieved that, to transcend that world and
indicate where theology has always and already been. With a warm glow of fel-
low feeling, I am once more in agreement, although I would place some of my
emphases elsewhere than they appear in this book. Perhaps this third point gives
me the best opportunity to respond to Laurence’s work. I will make some distinct
points in a series of complements to Postmodernity’s Transcending: Devaluing God,
and hope that they are heard and received as compliments.

I hope that Laurence was amused by my account of the good King Experience
and the Royal House of the Sublime. Like him, I am dubious about the category
‘religious experience,’ especially when it is reduced to ‘feeling.’ It seems to me
that we understand human being as liturgical being when we figure him or her
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as coram deo rather than in terms of a particular set of experiences. If you wish,
you can think of living coram deo as an experience of faith, although I find the
expression less than helpful. Faith does not generate a new set of experiences;
rather, it creates an allegiance to Christ that enables us to have a new experience
of experience, as Eberhard Jüngel says, an experience that should turn us to engage
with the possibilities of life that are documented in the gospels. It is less the case
that faith is a counter-experience than that it is the medium in which experience
is revalued, in which its ‘peril’ is exposed and offered up.

One of the things that theologians find when reading postmodernists is how
parts of the Christian tradition are folded in particular ways, often to distance
them from Christian formulae, and then offered as new and arresting ideas. This
is so, I think, with Georges Bataille when he talks of ‘counter-spirituality,’ which
I take to be a spirituality that is pursued by way of limit experiences, which
are themselves understood as the dark truth of what has passed for ‘mystical
experience.’ Maurice Blanchot takes up the idea, in his own way, when he develops
the notion of ‘counter-living.’ Life has two dimensions, he says, one dialectical
(and open to meaning) and another neutral (and strictly without meaning). This
second, neutral dimension is marked by ‘an overbidding, an outrage of life that
cannot be contained within life’; it interrupts friendship and love, marking them
at their most intense moments with a mark that is strictly outside them as they
are conventionally understood. Blanchot will talk of counter-living as a response
to the approach of the Outside or the Imaginary and will ponder it now in terms
of writing and now by way of the everyday. To live an event as an image: there
can be no more concise evocation of postmodern life.

A Christian will recognize a foreshadowing of Blanchot’s second dimension
in the word ‘mysticism,’ and will also see, with some apprehension, that mys-
ticism has been construed by way of a Romantic concept of experience. Partly
in reaction against that, Christians might also think of contemplative practices,
especially the grace of interior prayer. To live the imago dei as an event: perhaps
that formula suggests one of the ways in which Christians differ from advocates
of the postmodern, even though, to be sure, we live in postmodern times. I take
Blanchot to speak prophetically about those times, so let me linger with him for
a moment or two longer. A reading of L’Entretien infini will quickly reveal that
he develops his notion of the ‘infinite relation’ or the ‘relation without relation’
from a Jewish notion of prayer. A theologian who learns from Blanchot partly
retrieves his or her own tradition, albeit folded into a strange shape. Unfolding
that tradition (and, inevitably, refolding it as well), we might say that we do not
experience God but rather encounter Him by way of an infinite relation estab-
lished by the grace of faith. We are unable to posit the divine as a value; and
we recognize, even without having to look over our shoulder at Pelagius or John
Cassian, that it would be very wrong to attribute any value to ourselves with
respect to a relation with the divine. Mirrors have the effect of forestalling both
Pelagianism and semi-Pelagianism. We do not experience God, although we do
become attuned in the liturgy and in prayer to the call of the Spirit. In the words
of Isaiah, ‘before they call, I will answer; and while they are yet speaking, I will
hear’ (Isaiah 66: 24). Prayer might not be ‘upliftment’ for Laurence, any more than
it was for Thomas or for John of Damascus, whom Thomas cites in q. 83 of the
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Summa Theologiæ. The ascent of the mind to God must be thought otherwise, by
reference to a theology of Grace.

For Blanchot, the Outside is not God but it functions as the sacred in a very
attenuated sense. (He would not call it ‘sublime,’ if only because he walks in
fear of aesthetic categories.) In a remarkable reading of Kafka, Blanchot observes
that ‘Where the impossible speaks, a relation of strangeness (of transcendence?)
is introduced that cannot be designated as such, a relation in which it would be
deceptive to see any trait of the sublime (in the romantic manner), but which
Kafka nonetheless refuses to perceive in terms of practical reason’ (‘The Very Last
Word,’ Friendship, 275). Blanchot has in mind two human beings held together
only by speech. It is not a matter of a rhetor who produces ‘upliftment’ but rather
of a call from the other person that hollows out the particularity that marks me
and that I value. The relationship does not indicate a supersensible destination
but a naked exposure to one another that cannot be justified in terms of nature or
religion or indeed any value. This might be an exception to the sort of postmodern
transcendence that Laurence mostly has in mind, or perhaps much postmodern
thought has offered only weak readings of Blanchot’s infinite relation.

At any rate, there is no question of experiencing the impossible (or, if you
like, the imaginary or the outside); one can only be attuned to its approach,
which hollows out the subject so that there can be no ‘experience’ in any familiar
sense of the word. We are constrained, if we are to talk in this way, to do so
in terms of ‘experience of non-experience.’ Oddly enough, it is the very same
expression that von Balthasar uses when he tries to specify Christian mystical
experience in terms of Christ as archetype. Talking of St John of the Cross, he
says that the dark nights are precisely ‘an “experience of non-experience” or an
experience of the negative, privative mode of experience, as a participation in
the total archetypal experience of the Old and New Testaments’ (The Glory of the
Lord, I, 413). In effect, von Balthasar stresses allegiance to Christ, which has the
consequence of a kenosis, and he does so in clear opposition to Rahner’s emphasis
on transcendental experience.

I doubt that Laurence would accept Jean-Luc Marion’s notion of ‘counter-
experience’ as developed in Étant donné and ‘The Banality of Saturation.’ At issue
here for Marion is a contradicting of the conditions of possibility for experience
as such. The subject’s intentional gaze is rebuked by the intuitions to which it is
exposed, not necessarily because he or she is bedazzled but because of being dis-
appointed by unfulfilled or displaced expectations, and in any case by the sheer
resistance of the phenomenon to objectification. Marion’s formulation is helpful
in that it removes the category of experience from a foundational role in both sys-
tematic and pastoral theology. But do we find a new sense of the sublime creeping
in at a higher level, a sublime that can be discussed in terms of disappointment
rather than pain? To the extent that Marion is doing phenomenology, not theology,
the answer would be yes. The banality of saturation would be an instance of what
Laurence identifies as the sublime reset in the key of the everyday.

Kenosis remains our first word, then, for understanding what coram deo means.
But it is not the only word, and we can begin to hear another when we turn to
Laurence’s consideration of transcendence. Had I the time, I would look closely
at Laurence’s acute formulation with respect to the interiority required by the
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sublime. He talks at the end of the second chapter of an interiority which is
‘interior to the outermost, the eschaton of the heavens.’ Here Eckhart on the soul is
set against Descartes on the theater of consciousness. Lacking that time, I simply
cite another word from the New Testament that can be of help here. The word is
epektasis, and I take it from Philippians 3: 13–14where Paul talks of ‘reaching forth
unto those things which are before’ and of ‘press[ing] toward the mark.’ The word
is important for Gregory of Nyssa in his Life of Moses: ‘no good,’ he says there,
‘has a limit in its own nature’ and we are to strive not for the possible, but for the
impossible. Rahner’s entire theology is perhaps a transcendental accounting of
this Pauline figure.

The question is whether we can think the figure other than in a theology
organized by the category of experience. In general, difficulties occur not with
the word ‘experience’ but with a philosophical anthropology, relying on natural
categories, that shapes our understanding of the concept. Is there a sense of being
exposed to peril, a sense of ‘experience,’ that is not marked by the sublime? There
is; it is the encounter with the living God in the liturgy and in prayer, and its
vanishing points are kenosis and epektasis. I think of T.S. Eliot in ‘The Dry Salvages’
pondering the ordinary believer’s sense of things:

For most of us, there is only the unattended
Moment, the moment in and out of time,

The distraction fit, lost in a shaft of sunlight,
The wild thyme unseen, or the winter lightning

Or the waterfall, or music heard so deeply
That it is not heard at all, but you are the music

While the music lasts. These are only hints and guesses,
Hints followed by guesses; and the rest

Is prayer, observance, discipline, thought and action.

Perhaps that is so, although I am uneasy about the supernatural being added
to the natural in this way. It is instructive to read the lines that precede this well
known (and very beautiful) passage:

But to apprehend
The point of intersection of the timeless

With time, is an occupation for the saint —
No occupation either, but something given

And taken, in a lifetime’s death in love,
Ardour and selflessness and self-surrender.

What I wonder is whether the model of saintly life suggested here goes not
give us a better sense of the Christian life, than the other lines I quoted. We are not
all saints, and some of us are very far from being saints, but we are all called to be
saints. If I might allude to Jean-Louis Chrétian, more is gained by pondering the
choric nature of our response to that call than in the framing of it negative terms.
Our epektasis is neither singular nor straightforward.
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Laurence is less than impressed by ‘transcendence’ as conceived within post-
modernity. Without disagreeing with him in the final analysis, I would simply
recall Jean Wahl’s distinction between trans-ascendance and trans-descendance.
Both are significant in postmodernism. The latter can be found everywhere, in the
quest for a groundless condition of possibility such as la différance, as well as in the
structure of what Lévinas and Blanchot, in their analyses of art, call ‘resemblance.’
Levinas finds a ‘split in being’ so that we are given at one and the same time a
thing and its image. Art, he says in an important essay of 1948, drops the thing
for the image, and although he modifies this thesis in interesting ways over the
years he never changes his mind that ethics is prior to aesthetics. In my view, he
misjudges the ethical character of great literature and great art and continues a
philosophical prejudice in favor of—well, philosophy. It is significant that Levi-
nas’s friend, Blanchot, uses precisely the same argument from trans-descendence
to affirm the Imaginary that worries Levinas so much. Do we get ethics only by
way of critique of the image and the imaginary? I do not think so, and I do not
think that Levinas thinks so either, even though he is not completely open about
it. In his review of L’Espace littéraire he chastises Blanchot for not being explicit
about ethics, and Blanchot’s itinerary is henceforth precisely to show first that one
should not discount Heidegger’s brushing aside of ethics as a misunderstanding
of ethos and second that ‘ethics’ derives not from the other person as such but
from the neutrality of the infinite relation.

Equally worrying, it seems to me, is Levinas’s figuring of trans-ascendance
in terms of the other person rather than God, which has generated the program of
‘religion without religion,’ developed with vigor by Jacques Derrida and John D.
Caputo. Several things concern me about this, and I can indicate them briefly by
way of the formula ‘X without X.’ It admits of two main interpretations. According
to the first, it is a means of indicating transcendence: the former X is affirmed
in an eminent sense that is lacking in the latter. I will dub this interpretation
theological; it originates in St Augustine’s attempt, in his Literal Interpretation of
Genesis, to talk of God. Derivative from the first, the second interpretation also
affirms transcendence but solely in the human sphere. God is relegated to the
background: only in responding to the other person’s needs do I go towards
God. I will call this interpretation religious because it takes the human bond as the
primary way of acknowledging the deity. Derrida and Caputo, like Levinas, use ‘X
without X’ in its religious sense while I wish to retain its theological sense. Derrida
and Caputo intensify the religious sense more than Levinas, however, in centering
their thought on ‘religion without religion’ rather than ‘relation without relation’.
My reservations here turn on a hidden debt to the enlightenment construction of
Christianity as a religion – that is, a species of a presumed genus ‘religion’ – that
makes a program of ‘religion without religion’ inevitable. Also, they turn on an
attempt to figure the faith primarily as a quest for justice instead of the adoration
of the deity. God ‘comes to mind’ in religion without religion, but it is a variant
of the God of the philosophers, not the revealed God of the New Testament. In
Laurence’s terms, we are sent to Aristotle when we need to return to St Thomas.
Postmodern transcendence, as trans-ascendance, begins in the determination of
an ethics before ethics and ends as an overweening ethicity that fails to respect
the particular cases of religion and art.


