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ABSTRACT 

In this essay, I discuss how religious embodiment has been and is 
conceived in relation to other perspectives on embodiment such as 
the role of medicine in modernity. My focus is on the cultural repre-
sentation of embodiment, and the theoretical perspective is phe-
nomenological and hermeneutical. I start out from an account of the 
���������������������������������������������ï����������]_\d���������
how even such a practice as the cutting open of bodies takes on 
meaning in relation to its context, from the religious search for indi-
cations of sanctity to medical autopsies. This is an example of a his-
torical displacement of the meaning of embodiment, and to talk re-
sponsibly about embodiment in a philosophical context also means to 
take into account the historicity of embodiment. For a philosophy of 
religion, then, it is a challenge to talk about religious embodiment in 
a modern context where medicine has become hegemonic in the cul-
tural representation of the body, turning the body into, in essence, a 
manipulable object. For religion, defined as the subjective, this means 
that the personal as well as the social embodiment of faith is lost 
sight of in a pro�������� î�����������.ï For the religious body to occur 
today in any meaningful sense, there is a need of a refiguration of the 
understanding of embodiment as such, which can be achieved 
through phenomenological accounts of embodiment. I end the article 
with some suggestions how this might look. 

 
 



8 OLA SIGURDSON 

 

KEYWORDS 

embodiment, the body and history, medicine and modernity, medi-
cine and embodiment, religion and the body, excarnation 

 
 

INTRODUCTION 

In August 1308, the abbess Chiara of Montefalco died in her monastery. 
As she was considered to be both a renowned ascetic and a visionary, her fel-
low nuns decided to embalm her so as to preserve her body on account of her 
holiness. On the Italian peninsula at this time, embalmment by evisceration 
was coming into practice, and ��� �������� ����á� ������ï�� ����� ���� ��� ���
opened. She was consequently cut open by one of her sisters and both her 
viscera and her heart were taken out to be buried on separately. The follow-
ing day, her fellow nuns continued their explorations of her innards, eventu-
ally finding a cross in her opened heart. A further examination of her heart 
showed even further symbols of the crucifixion, and in her gallbladder three 
small stones, referring to the trinity, were discovered. The miraculous work-
ings of the hear�����������������������������������������������ï����������ä 

The reason we know anything about this death and consequent dissec-
tion is because of the testimony given by her fellow sister Francesca of Mon-
tefalco. In her account, Francesca gives two reasons f��� �������� ������ï��
body: preserving her body by embalming it but also hoping to find something 
î���������ï� ��� ���� �����ä� ����������� ���� ����� ��� �� �����-term measure, 
stabilizing the corpse for a couple of days, so that it could be laid on display. 
The hop�� ���á� ��� ������á� ����� ������ï�� ����� ������ ������ ��� ��� ���������-
working relic, and this hope catered, to put it in modern terms, not only to 
religious but also to civic interests, since this could enhance the reputation of 
the city in question, attracting ��������ä�	������á���������������������������ï��
body took place in accordance with contemporary medicine; Sister Francesca 
was the daughter of a physician. There seem to be at least three contexts in-
volved in the dissection of Chiara of Montefalco, then: religious, civic and 
medical. As Katharine Park amply has demonstrated, in an account from 
which I took this example, this period in the Middle Ages was no stranger to 
human dissection.1 ��������î������������,ï ���������������������ï�����������
could hopefully be produced. These dissections were, if not common, then at 

                                                 
1 
This example is from Katharine Park, Secrets of Women: Gender, Generation, and the Origins of 

Human Dissection (New York 2010), 39�47. 
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least uncontroversial. Far from being some kind of religious taboo, dissection 
was practised for a number of purposes, some of them religious. That the 
church at that time was hostile towards dissection is a misconception, wide-
spread despite the work of many medievalists.2 ������á� ����������� �����ï��
bodies, were cut open for several reasons: authenticating sanctity, establish-
ing evidence in a criminal case, Caesarean section and, increasingly, to gain 
anatomical knowledge. These practices were often associated, conceptually as 
well as practically. Dissection of the body was, at that time, not primarily 
seen as a medical procedure. Except for the (rare) public dissection of bodies 
for medical research exclusively, which was performed on executed foreign 
criminals and was considered dishonouring, opening up the body was most 
commonly a practice for the cultural and social elite. Medical expertise was, 
however, called upon to establish evidence, not only in juridical processes 
but also, and perhaps foremost, in processes of canonization. From the case 
of Chiara of Montefalco and onwards, medical examinations, including au-
topsy, came to be a part of the systematic inquiry into the authenticity of 
�������ï����������ä 

 
 

RELIGIOUS EMBODIMENT 

The topic for this article is religious embodiment or, perhaps more pre-
cisely, how religious embodiment has been and is conceived in relation to 
other perspectives on embodiment, especially the changing role of medicine 
in modernity. My own theoretical perspective will be phenomenological and 
hermeneutical, in a broad sense, and will focus upon questions regarding the 
cultural representation of embodiment rather than, as is also traditional 
within the phenomenological movement, the subjective experience of em-
bodiment, or, as is common to the natural sciences, the biological or physical 
body. I am convinced that the cultural representation of embodiment plays 
an essential role in any understanding of the body, including a biological un-
derstanding.3 From this follows, among other things, that the body has a his-
tory. It is not an unproblematic given, neither in the form of its representa-
tion nor as embodiment as such. This also means, presumably, that the ex-

                                                 
2
 Except for the work of Park, see also Michel Foucault, The Birth of the Clinic: An Archeology of 

Medical Perception, transl.: A. M. Sheridan (London/New York 2010), 153 f. 
3 
For a more extensive discussion of these matters, see my Himmelska kroppar: Inkarnation, blick, 

kroppslighet. Logos/Pathos 6 (Göteborg 2006), esp. ch. 1 and 8; English translation forthcoming with 
Eerdmans as Heavenly Bodies. 
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perience of being embodied varies with time. However, one could object that 
any talk of cultural representations, subjective experiences and biological 
evidence is an abstract way of speaking about phenomena that perhaps are 
not so distinct from each other; that this introduces precisely those distinc-
tions that this article wants to overcome. Nevertheless, I think it might be 
prudent, for reasons of exposition if nothing else, to go along with such cate-
gories for a while just to show in a preliminary way that there are many ways 
to talk about embodiment. 

�������������������������������������������ï����������������������������
����������������������������� ��� ������������������� ���������ï����������� �n-
tent; I think it shows quite clearly how both the dissection of bodies as well 
as the bodies themselves acquire meaning in a particular context. Even such a 
practice as the cutting open of bodies, for our part mostly associated with 
medical autopsies, does not have an established meaning but can take on 
different meanings depending upon the relevant context of interpretation. 
The interest that her fellow sisters took in her opened body had little to do 
with what we would call an autopsy, and even if a medical authority was 
called upon to establish the facts that would lead to her sanctification, such 
an authority was never independent of the framing religious interest in 
������ï������������ä��������������������������������á� �������������������n-
������ ����� ��� î���������,ï î�����ï� ��� î��dical,ï even though they surely would 
have some kind of referent in the beginning of the fourteenth century, are 
slightly misleading if we take them to refer to some kind of easily distin-
���������� �������� ��� �������ä� ���� ���������������� �������� ���� î������ous,ï 
î�����ï�����î����������ï������������������������������������������������������
through modernity. From the account of the dissection of Chiara of Monte-
falco, it is quite clear that there was no way of distinguishing the religious 
and the civic spheres, as if they were independent of each other. Also, medi-
cine was understood in a religious context. Park explicitly warns against the 
anachronistic supposition that just because the understanding of embodi-
ment in our time is dominated by medical paradigms, the same was true in 
pre-modern times.4 And of course this does not only refer to the practice of 
dissection but to embodiment as such. It is not the case that the history of 
embodiment is the history of anatomy and physiology at the core, to which 
all oth���î�����������������ï���������ã�î��������������������������������������t-
ies from the mid-thirteenth to the mid-sixteenth century, understood their 

                                                 
4 

Park, Secrets of Women, 21�22. 
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bodies primarily in terms of family and kinship, on the one hand, and relig-
���á�������������áï����������ä5 Medicine comes third.  

Through relating religious embodiment to the interest that medicine has 
had and still has for human embodiment, I think we can get a notion of how 
religious embodiment has changed through history. Of course I will only give 
the barest of outlines of this history, but if I am successful in giving at least a 
preliminary account of this history and what this means today, I will have 
fulfilled my purposes. Thus, in the next section I will return to a historical 
account of the changing role of religion and medicine for embodiment, end-
ing in a more principled discussion of how to understand embodiment from a 
philosophical perspective informed by this history. Then I will take a look 
upon how embodiment has been medicalized in modernity and where that 
leaves religious embodiment. Finally, I will present some thoughts on how 
embodiment can be conceived of differently with the help of a phenomenol-
ogical perspective, and how also the role of religious embodiment can be re-
conceived thereby.  
 

 

EMBODIMENT AT THE DAWN OF MODERNITY 

The human body, in pre- or (very) early modern times was seen as a 
nexus between the created and the divine spheres. As God was incarnated in 
Christ, meaning that God became palpable human flesh, the body took on a 
particular prominence as a conduit for divine grace. Caroline Walker Bynum 
is one of the foremost medievalists who have emphasized how very somatic 
the religious culture at this era was; the human body, and even the female 
body became a symbol for humanity as such.6 Since woman, in the Middle 
Ages, was associated in a particular way with embodiment, by analogy she 
performed the more perfect imitatio Christi through her very physicality. In 
this way, woman could be the representative also of the male embodiment. 
The gendered aspects aside, embodiment was seen as the human form of re-
lationality, not only extending to the relations between human bodies but 
also between the immanent and the transcendent. Even the sense of vision 
was often understood as a reciprocal and mimetic relation rather than as a 

                                                 
5
 Park, Secrets of Women, 23. 

6
 Caroline Walker Bynum, Holy Feast and Holy Fast: The Religious Significance of Food to Medie-

val Women (Berkeley 1987), 263. 
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relation of domination and subordination, as later became the case.7 As such, 
human bodies were not only vulnerable to physical trauma, but also to spiri-
tual possession by the Holy Spirit as well as the devil, both of whom could be 
presumed to leave bodily marks, a reason as good as any to examine the 
depths of human embodiment in extraordinary persons. The reason Park 
�����������������������������������î������������ï��������������������������u-
sively on women � the first known autopsy of a man (Ignatius of Loyola in 
1556) took place two hundred and fifty years after the autopsy of Chiara of 
Montefalco � is both the association of women with corporeality and the (lit-
eral) inwardness of their devotion.8 

In the last two decades of the fifteenth century, according to Park, a new 
enthusiasm for dissection in the direct service of medical knowledge began to 
establish itselfä��������������������
����ï�����������������������������������n-
tial to health care, physicians began to appreciate the practice as a way of 
gaining essential information about diseases and causes of death. This enthu-
siasm trickled down to their well-off clients, who required autopsies as a part 
of their family health care. Even if medical examination in the form of dissec-
tion was driven by particular interests founded in conceptions of human em-
bodiment that went beyond medicine, it was also a part of a process of an 
increasing significance of medical learning as such, in cases of establishing 
lineage as well as canonicity. Medical authors began publishing anatomical 
�����á����������������������ï�On the Fabric of the Human Body from 1543 as 
a landmark. The formal dissections held by medical faculties began to attract 
more interest, both audience-wise and as a sign for the achievements of the 
city. Consequently, it became more frequent. Medicine also laid claim to a 
greater authority to read corporeal signs in a truthful way, as these signs were 
just too complex or ambiguous for anyone to interpret without the correct 
experience, erudition and judgement. With the growth of medical dissections 
follows a claim to greater expertise on human embodiment. The body be-
came a stage for the performance of signs and symptoms that only could be 
made to produce evidence through interpretation by a particular compe-
tence. The physicist is the expert and the body the object of his expertise. 

This growing prominence of medical anatomy did not mean, however, 
that anatomy now was somehow independent of theological or religious con-
�����ä���������ï������ ���������� ��������á� ������������ ���������������������������

                                                 
7
 Park, Secrets of Women, 73. Cf. Martin Jay, Downcast Eyes: The Denigration of Vision in Twen-

tieth-Century French Thought (Berkeley/Los Angeles/London 1993). 
8
 Park, Secrets of Women, 35. 
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the human body on available iconographic traditions such as Saint Anthony 
���� ���������ï�������� ���� ������������������ ������������� ���������������ï��
womb. Anatomical illustrations could also be part of devotional images, so as 
to suggest that the border between the two were not entirely stable. At the 
���������á���������ï������was, as Park points out, a step in the direction of 
���� î���������������ï� ��� �������â� ����� ����� ������ ������������� ����������á�
more obviously religious elements have been left out. His book was informed 
by his strategy to obtain imperial patronage from the head of the Holy Ro-
man Empire, but also of integrating physica (which corresponds with what 
we call internal medicine) and surgery through the medium of anatomy. This 
new conception of medicine was celebrated by Vesalius as a return to Greek 
medicine. In ����á�������������������î�������ï������î���������ï������á���������i-
lar way to that of the emperor being seen as a new and from his immediate 
����������� ������������ ���������� ��� ��� ��������� �������ã� î��������� ����
snatched anatomy from the jaws of death, just as Charles resuscitated the 
Roman Empire, just as the midwife saved the infant Caesar, and just as 
������� ������������������ ������������ï�����äï9 The bodies depicted in his 
exposition were often women, signalling a gendered figuration of the rela-
tionship between subject (physician) and object (woman). The physician was 
����������������������������� î����������������,ï revealing them to the in-
terested onlooker. The distance between subject and object has now in-
creased, both in terms of epistemology and affection, compared to earlier 
centuries, and the element of reciprocity has been all but lost. 

����� ������� ������ ���������ï�� ����� Secrets of Women that treats, in 
some detail, the praxis of dissection between the fourteenth and the six-
teenth century in northe��������ë��������������������������á������������î��������
of a larger story in which anatomical knowledge gained by exploring the dis-
sected body became a way to think about the self.ï10 As the body is never 
given as such but only through some particular configuration of interpreta-
tive power, there is a need if one wishes to speak about embodied religion to 
�������� ������ ����� ���� ��� �������� �����ä� ����ï�� ��������� ������ ��� ����� ����
things: first, the insight that to speak of embodied religion or the religious 
body always is an abstraction in a certain sense, namely that what is seen as 
the domain of the religious is always a part of a larger configuration of other 
domains such as the political, the cultural, the scientific (including medicine) 
et cetera. As we u���������� ���������ï�� �������á� ������ ��� �� ����� �����������

                                                 
9
 Park, Secrets of Women, 247. 

10
 Park, Secrets of Women, 261. 
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between a domain of the religious in pre-modern times, where it in a sense to 
a large extent overlapped (or perhaps better: never was distinct from) the 
�����������������ä����á���������á�����ï������ysis also helps us to understand 
at least part of the story that has led to the configuration of these domains 
today, where I presume that it is not very controversial to suggest that medi-
cine often defines what is taken to be the fundamental understanding of em-
bodiment, namely (a version of) the physical or biological body. This per-
spective has, of course, been naturalized for us up to the point that we find it 
hard to understand how anyone can understand embodiment in another way; 
as Park points out, it i�������������������î��������������������������������������
������������������������������ï��������������������������������������������p-
tualizations and visualizations of our embodiment.11 But none of these con-
ceptualizations or visualizations of the body that are part of our daily life are 
neutral or innocent. The body is never distinct as such from the cultural, po-
litical and social intersections that both produce it and uphold it, making it 
appear as given. 

 
 

A PHILOSOPHY OF EMBODIMENT 

Now let us turn briefly to the philosophical position on embodiment 
that I invoke here. It is inspired by, among others, Judith Butler, although 
she, of course, puts more emphasis on the gendered form of our understand-
ing of embodiment.12 Butler has, not surprisingly, been criticized for her per-
spective in Gender Trouble as advocating a remarkably weightless under-
standing of embodiment, as if the materiality of the body is dissolved in lin-
guistic constructions.13 Thus, her philosophical perspective would contribute 
to the typically modern alienation from nature. This is a criticism that be-
longs to a more general class of critiques of social constructivism that disap-
proves of its claims in that they seem to champion the presumably nonsensi-
cal idea that the body is a social construct, therefore denying its materiality. 
However, I belong to those who think that this is a misinterpretation of But-
���ï����������ã�����������������������������������������������������������before 

                                                 
11
 Park, Secrets of Women, 262. 

12 
Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (New York/London 

1999). 
13

 �������������á�ó�������������������������������������������������-������óá�������������
(ed.), Body and Flesh: A Philosophical Reader (Malden, Mass./Oxford 1998), 99�114. 
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discourse, denying the materiality of the body, a more constructive under-
������������������ï�����������������������������îpre-discursiveï materiality of 
the body is never possible to conceptualize or visualize in any other way than 
through discourse.14 What it is that is îmatterï or îbodyï is thus not an abso-
lute fundament for philosophical or political arguments, but is itself a con-
tested notion that is part of the argument. This does not mean, then, that the 
body is just a matter of linguistic convention, but that everything that is, is 
always already symbolically mediated, so that there is no object independent 
of the discourse. This, it seems to me, is a position beyond at least crude ver-
sions of both essentialism and social constructivism, suggesting instead that 
we need more nuanced (and historical) accounts of the intertwining of the 
linguistic and the material that do not construct these as binary oppositions. 

Among those advocating such a perspective belongs the Polish medical 
doctor and biologist Ludwik Fleck whose reflections on the social conditions 
of a scientific fact are highly pertinent to the question of a cultural under-
standing of embodiment. Fleck wrote a small book, Genesis and Development 
of a Scientific Fact, where he argued against the prevailing scientific opinion 
that facts are independent of cultural and social conditioning.15 In it, he is 
polemical against those who refuse to see how even present-day science is 
dependent upon a particular thought collective and style and by way of this 
refusal think that there is a complete discontinuity between present-day 
knowledge and past prejudice. To say that what we today believe is true îis 
ipso facto true,ï is making the same mistake as an Eighteenth-century French 
philologist who declared that îpain, sitos, bread, Brot, panis were arbitrary, 
different descriptions of the same thing.ï The difference between the French 
language and all other languages is îthat what is called bread in French really 
was bread.ï16 There is, in other words, no w������ �������������������ï������
��������������������á���������������������������ï�����������������������������n-
dard for truth-claims is just a case of petitio principii or begging the question, 
as this claim can only be validated by principles internal to the context. 
Against the supposedly customary view of a fact � and we might want to add 
of embodiment � as îsomething definite, permanent, and independent of any 

                                                 
14

 See her ������������������ã�����������������������������ó���ó. Second edition. (New York/Lon-
don 1993). 

15
 Ludwik Fleck, Genesis and Development of a Scientific Fact, ed. Thaddeus J. Trenn and Robert 

K. Merton, transl. Fred Bradley and Thaddeus J. Trenn (Chicago/London 1981). Annemarie Mol has in 
her The Body Multiple: Ontology in Medical Practice (Durham/London 2002) spelt out some of the 
implications for a philosophy of embodiment.  

16
 Fleck, Genesis and Development, 50. 
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subjective interpretation by the scientist,ï Fleck suggests that facts (and also 
bodies) are theory-dependent and theories are in turn dependent upon cul-
tural and social circumstances.17 In a simile, we could compare the linguistic 
dependence of the study of human embodiment with the dependence on op-
tic lenses or radio telescopes for the study of heavenly bodies that are not 
visible to the naked eye. All human knowledge is in some way contextually 
mediated, including, as the example suggests, a reliance on various practices 
and technologies. 

Along with the French philosopher Maurice Merleau-Ponty, this sug-
gests an understanding of the function of language as primarily a way of ori-
enting human beings in their life-world, not to create a correspondence be-
tween words and things.18 Language constitutes the world in which human 
beings understand their existence, and thus Merleau-Ponty can suggest that 
speech and gesture transfigures the human body, at the same time that it is 
the human body that talks and gestures.19 Physical reality is not left intact by 
language, and thus, in a sense, one could say that a human body is a linguis-
tic body (even the cadaver, of course, exists in a discursive field, as the exam-
ple of Chiara of Montefalco shows). Language creates all sorts of possibilities 
for bodily existence, even though language always exists through and be-
tween bodies. This, in turn, implies that the world is not primarily the object 
of human subjectivity, but something we live in and through; our subjectivity 
is not something that we can place outside of the body but instead it is 
through our bodies that we are subjects that also can reach out for something 
else. The body is always already a part of the world, and neither the body nor 
the world could be explored independent of how the subject of the explora-
tion bodily experiences the world. This mode of embodiment is a presupposi-
tion of the possibility of experiencing the body as an object to our gaze and 
therefore a more fundamental dimension of our embodiment. That we still 
tend to think of the body as an object is in part dependent upon the fact that 
we become aware of our own body through our interaction with other bodies 
in the world � but also, I might add, because our contemporary culture 
teaches us to understand the body as an object. Merleau-Ponty insists, along 
with the phenomenological tradition, that the subjective experience of being 
embodied and the biological body belong together, or even are two abstract 
aspects of some more primordial embodiment.  

                                                 
17

 Fleck, Genesis and Development, xxvii. 
18

 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception (London 1992), 193. 
19

 Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, 197. 
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What I wish to critically suggest to such a phenomenological perspective 
on embodiment is the emphatic need to supplement it with the importance 
of the cultural representation of embodiment for the understanding of both. 
In the example of the dissection of Chiara of Montefalco above, it has become 
clear, I hope, how our experience of being embodied is dependent upon the 
cultural framework within which our bodies are thematised and become 
meaningful. The cultural representation of embodiment is not static; it is his-
torically given and therefore any talk of religious embodiment or embodied 
religion stands in need of a critical historical account. This brings me back 
from this more abstract elaboration of how I understand embodiment to the 
question of how the medical body and the religious body are conceived of 
today. 

 
 

RE-IMAGINING RELIGIOUS EMBODIMENT 

When I broke off my historical account above, I had just explained how 
medicine through Vesalius came to establish a more prominent place in the 
early modern hegemonic conceptions of embodiment. Today, it is quite clear, 
as Park also has pointed out, that an anatomical understanding of embodi-
ment has become part of our understanding of our own embodiment. In his 
book The Anticipatory Corpse the American MD and philosopher Jeffrey P. 
Bishop tells us the story of the gradual medicalization of the understanding 
of human embodiment with the help of the Aristotelian four causes. Two of 
them are maybe not of prominent interest for our purposes: the material 
cause that tells us what a thing consists of or the formal cause that tells us 
���������������������������ä��������������������������ï����������á��������á�
are the two remaining causes: the efficient cause that is the primary source of 
���������ï������������������������������ that is its aim or purpose. An im-
portant historical change took place in early modernity that could be inter-
preted by the changing role of the four causes: modern science including 
modern medicine repudiated or at least minimized formal and final causa-
tion at the same time as it elevated material and efficient causation. Bishop 
explains:  

��������ï�� ������������� �������å� ��� �� ������������ ��� ��������� ���� ����������
causation, concerned with the empirical realm of matter, effects, and the ra-
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tional working out of the causes for the purposes of finding ways to control the 
material of bodies.20 

This is part of the technological drift of modern science; the body loses 
its own integrity and turns into a material object, as there are no intrinsic 
aims or purposes that could be assigned to it. Bishop again:  

Bodies have no purpose or meaning in themselves, except insofar as we direct 
�������������������������������������ä�å������������ the body � stands before 
us as a manipulable object, and all thinking about the world or the body be-
comes instrumental doing.21  

���������á��������������������î�ï�������������������������������������������

purposes, but this subjectivity is now both divorced from our embodiment 
and also outside the realm of medicine, and, consequently, beyond instru-
mental reasoning. Bishop notes that modern medicine or modern science in 
general sometimes denies having a metaphysics at all, but in the sense that a 
metaphysics is a particular view of the fundamental nature of being and the 
world, there is a metaphysics at work, at least implicitly, in its way of dividing 
the world between the meaningful and the manipulable or subject and ob-
ject. 

It needs to be pointed out that Bishop is not arguing against modern 
medicine; he is well aware of the ground-breaking achievements that have 
followed in its wake. He is also careful to point out that one of the most im-
portant motives for becoming a doctor is that one has been moved by the 
suffering of the other. At the same time, his often quite generalizing talk of 
modern medicine runs the risk both of reifying modern medicine and of pre-
�����������������������������������������ï������-world as a dichotomy, thus 
presenting too stark a contrast between cure and care in the contemporary 
world. His main target, however, is the oblivion of all understanding of the 
body as something more than just a manipulable object. This presupposition 
is counterproductive as it obscures how we also experience ourselves as em-
bodied beings with shared histories. Medicine is, of course, not the only (effi-
cient) cause of this tendency, as this is rather a common view of the trajec-
tory of a particular modern kind of dualism.  

What space or place is left for religious embodiment in such a hege-
monic understanding of embodiment? The history of the concept of religion 
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is, I would presume, quite well known, so I will not spend too much time 
elaborating on it here.22 Suffice it to say that religion has increasingly under-
gone a process of subjectivization, correlative to the objectivization of the 
body. Among other things, in the Protestant repudiation of the Roman 
Catholic liturgy, its customs and practices � ����î��������ï�� the essence of re-
����������������������������� î���������������������ï������������egitimacy in 
the eyes of God depends on an inner faith, not external achievements as such. 
Religion was privatized; its domain came to encompass feeling rather than 
thought or practice. Charles Taylor has, in his A Secular Age, described this 
process with ���� ����� ��� ���� ����� î��-���������ï� ���� �� ��������� ��� î��-
carnation,ï î��������������ï�á�������������������������������������������i-
ties as well as society as a whole lose sight of the (inevitable) social embodi-
ment of religion, as well as a forgetfulness ���������������ï��������������������
���������������������ï������ä23 In some ways, medicine came to replace re-
ligion in that the understanding of health came to be understood in both a 
less holistic way, with the absence of disease as its main meaning rather than 
the more comprehensive well-being, and also in a more immanent manner, 
as having no final aim over and above the individual and social body. This 
means that the contemporary configuration of discursive power where both 
religion and medicine are parts actually turns the religious body into a sub-
lime body; a sublime body that is impossible to represent, both in a spatial 
and a discursive sense. If one of the defining traits of any talk of the body is 
�������� î�����������,ï in such a configuration of discursive power it is an open 
����������������� ������������������������������ î�����������ï� �����ä���� ��� ���

does, maybe this is a challenge to the very modern configuration of power 
���������������������������������������������� î�����ï����� î�����ï���� î�������ï�
����î������ï������������������î����ï�����î����.ï 

The challenge to such a configuration of discursive power is hardly a lit-
eral revival of an Aristotelian metaphysics of the four causes, and as I read 
Bishop, this is not his aim. Rather, he argues that final causation could be 
understood through a contemporary phenomenology of embodiment as we 
find it in Martin Heidegger and Maurice Merleau-Ponty, and this is to me a 
viable way forward. Working against the modern dichotomy between subject 
and object, both philosophers tried to regard embodiment more from the 
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perspective of the life-world. Rather than trying to overcome dualisms, they 
try to show that they are not there from the beginning. There is of course a 
vast tradition of interpretation with regard to both Heidegger and Merleau-
Ponty and how well they actually succeed in overcoming the subject-object 
dichotomy, but let me here just claim that one important strand in their phi-
losophies is to regard the human body not as a manipulable object for our 
desires but rather as the way we exist in the world and through which we re-
late to other bodies. The body is not a tool, but we are our bodies. It is 
through our embodiment that we are a node in a network of relations and 
stories and it is so that we become what we are. Of course our body lets us do 
things, for instance drink a cup of coffee, and in this sense it is tool-like. As 
the act of drinking coffee is not just an extrinsic occurrence that happens to 
take place to and through my body, but is (hopefully) a pleasurable experi-
ence to me as a person, an experience that also could be a shared experience 
as a participation in a � however fleeting � human community, it would be 
misleading to characterize the arm that moves the cup to my lips as a mere 
tool. It is indeed I who am drinking the coffee.  

More examples that encompass a broader horizon of human experience 
could obviously be produced here, but I hope this simple and perhaps pedes-
trian example will suffice to convince, for now, that our bodies are always 
already part of a context where our human existence is defined by our aspira-
tions and desires, who or what we love and what we are hoping for. Thus, we 
are always already engaged in practical projects that intrinsically contain 
some form of telei or final causes. For Bishop, these causes can be of different 
natures, not necessarily belonging to some grand metaphysics as in Aristotle 
or Christian theology, but are an effect of an understanding of embodiment 
that refuses to reduce the human body to a manipulable object. Projects can 
be of such a grand scale, but can also concern matters of daily living, but 
common to both long-term projects and more mundane projects is that both 
���������������������ä������������������������ã�î	���������������������������
embodied, even as that embodiment is shaped by meaning and significance 
�������� ��������������������������������������������� ��������äï24 Our indi-
vidual bodies are not only meaningful in and by themselves, but as members 
of a social body that defines meaning beyond the borders of the individual 
body. It is important to realize that such a meaningfulness is not something 
that is added post hoc but is a part of being embodied in itself. It begins with 
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small, everyday projects that evolve into some form of community, whether 
big or small, with its own history and its own telos, but it can also be part of a 
living religion. 

This means that the body is never neutral. Not even the medical body 
that Bishop equates with the corpse is neutral. Through modern medicine, 
the human body is reduced to a more or less well-functioning machine. The 
aim of medicine, then, is to, as far as possible, maintain this machine. But to 
turn the human body into a manipulable object, it needs to withdraw it from 
its communal context, making it acontextual and ahistorical. The corpse be-
comes the paradigmatic body because death stops, ideally at least, the flow of 
time, helpfully turning the body into a stable ground for a systematic knowl-
edge. But to a living body according to the phenomenological perspective, 
death is not only about the termination of the functioning of the body-
machine, but more about the cessation of capacities, projects, plans, hopes, 
desires and so on. This gives an entirely different perspective on life, health, 
disease and illness, and, I might add, on religion. Indeed, to the ill person, the 
body can become an object, as it suddenly or gradually turns from being an 
invisible background horizon for all intentional projects to a highly visible 
cause for concern in its own right. This can be experienced as an alienation 
��������ï����������ä�����������������������������������������from the one that 
is performed by the doctor in a medical examination, for whom our projects 
and purposes that we are keen to restore are more or less irrelevant. The doc-
tor considers the function of the body, something that is distinct from the 
purpose and goods of the embodied life. 

This points towards an understanding of embodiment that reaches be-
yond the manipulable object of instrumental rationality. Significant for such 
an understanding is that the body is not just a tool or an object but some-
thing that we in a more profound way are. We exist and relate bodily to other 
bodies in the world. The body can be described as a node in a network of re-
lations and stories that we share with each other and through which we be-
come those we are. This means that we share a life-world with each other 
where our existence is defined by our longings and desires. The life-world can 
be understood as a set of practical projects that all imply some kind of telos. 
Even if we cannot share or even wish to share the life-world of Chiara of 
Montefalco, where embodiment was understood within a religious, or more 
specifically a Christian, context, such contexts, be they of a more low key or 
of a more comprehensive nature, are still around in our daily projects with all 
their successes or misgivings. Different ways of imagining embodiment are 
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always already here, if one only knows where to look. It is perhaps one of the 
contributions of a philosophy of religion, a phenomenology or a theology 
today to be able to critically explore the hegemonical mode of embodiment 
in the service of suggesting a fuller, less reductive account. Heterotopias are 
already in existence alongside hegemonical places in society from where it is 
possible to challenge their account of embodiment. 

What I have tried to suggest in this article, more by showing than by ar-
guing perhaps, is that such a fuller account needs to be historically informed. 
The body has a history, not least in its cultural representations, and being 
aware of this history is, I would suggest, essential for the understanding of 
religious embodiment even today, to avoid being caught up in the objectifica-
tion of time as well as the body. Essential to any discussion of religious em-
bodiment or embodied religion is both some kind of historical genealogy of 
religion as well as of the body, and a philosophical or theological account 
that tries to lay bare how we always already exist bodily in ways that cannot 
reduce our embodiment to a manipulable object. For such an endeavour, the 
comparison between modern and pre-modern representations of embodi-
ment could be helpful, not because earlier traditions would provide us with 
standards, but with critical perspectives on our own modes of understanding. 
The task of re-imagining religious embodiment in conversation with different 
modes of embodiment suggested by politics, science or art is an interpreta-
tive undertaking not served well by forgetting that the body exists histori-
cally. 
 


