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Laurence Paul Hemming’s book offered me the opportunity to study postmodern
theology more closely and to examine the ways in which it wants to make use of
pre-modern, modern and post-modern philosophical insights in order better to
understand the mystery of faith. Having said this, I found it very difficult to grasp
the issues which Hemming addresses in his book not only because of the content
– he discusses a wide range of philosophical positions – but also because of his
style—he chooses a variety of specific philosophical insights from a great number
of philosophers in order to fit them in his own theological scheme. It appears to
me that the workings of this scheme remain quite vague.

In order to be able to present some thoughts on Hemming’s book from the
perspective of modern philosophy, I will start with a short summary of some
characteristics of modern philosophy, as given by Heidegger in his well-known
essay, The Age of the World-Picture because Heidegger’s approach to the modern
age is congenial to Hemming’s and his analysis of modernity is still very influ-
ential. I will then relate this characterization of modernity to the seventh chapter
of Hemming’s book in which he discusses the implications of the concept of the
sublime in modernity.

6.1 ’   

According to Heidegger every age, including modernity, is founded on a funda-
mental metaphysical position which embraces:
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(1) The manner and way in which man is man, that is, himself [. . . ] (2) The
essential interpretation of the being of beings. (3) The essential projection of
truth. (4) The sense in which, in any given instance, “man is the measure”.1

This means that every age is founded on an understanding of man, of Being,
of truth, and of values. In modernity, this metaphysical position has taken a
specific shape: man is conceived as a subject which approaches the world as an
object, truth has become ‘certainty for a representing subject’ and values have been
reduced to subjective constructions. One of the most visible results of modernity’s
metaphysical decision is the ‘loss of the gods’ (Entgötterung), or as Hemming calls
it, the ‘flight of the Gods’.

This expression [the loss of the gods] does not mean the mere elimination of
the gods, crude atheism. The loss of the gods is a twofold process. On the
one hand, the world picture Christianizes itself inasmuch as the ground of the
world is posited as infinite and unconditioned, as the absolute. On the other
hand, Christendom reinterprets its Christianity as a world view (the Christian
world view) and thus makes itself modern and up to date. The loss of the gods
is the condition of indecision about God and the gods. Christianity is chiefly
responsible for bringing it about. But the loss of the gods is far from excluding
religiosity. Rather, it is on its account that the relation to the gods is transformed
into religious experience. When this happens, the gods have fled. The resulting
void is filled by the historical and psychological investigation of myth.2

The loss of the gods is a twofold process in which firstly the world picture Chris-
tianizes and then Christendom reinterprets its Christianity as a world view. The
Christianization of the world picture becomes apparent in what Heidegger refers
to elsewhere as the onto-theological structure of metaphysics. Modernity is charac-
terised by a development in philosophy such that the ideal of knowing is oriented
to the model of exact science. Mathematics, and subsequently physics, have be-
come the paradigm of all well-founded, certain knowledge and according to this
paradigm, philosophy understands Being as ground while thinking gathers itself
towards Being as its ground in the manner of giving ground and accounting for
the ground.3 Thus, this ground is the ultimate principle on the basis of which the
whole of reality can be understood as something radically coherent and trans-
parent. Of course, only God qualifies as this absolute ground and consequently,
modern philosophy attributes a central position to Him. Heidegger’s analysis
of this process brings to light the onto-theological structure of the most promin-
ent metaphysical systems of modernity, particular examples of which would be:
Descartes’ idea of the infinite; Leibniz’s principle of sufficient ground; Spinoza’s
absolute substance and Hegel’s absolute idea.

The second stage in the loss of the gods is that Christendom reinterprets
Christianity as a world view. The consequence of this shift is the degradation of

1 M. Heidegger, The Age of the World Picture. In: Idem, Off the beaten track. Cambridge, Cam-
bridge University Press, 2002, p. 79.

2 M. Heidegger, Die Zeit des Weltbildes, p. 70 [M. Heidegger, The Age of the World Picture,
p. 58].

3 M. Heidegger, Die onto-theo-logische Verfassung der Metaphysik, p. 48 [M. Heidegger, The
onto-theo-logical constitution of metaphysics, p. 57].
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the all-encompassing faith in God and divine worship to a detached view of the
world competing with other world views. As the title of his essay already indicates,
Heidegger’s The Age of the World Picture examines the essence of the (modern)
world picture. In ordinary (German) parlance, this term has a neutral meaning,
referring to some view of or attitude towards the world. But for Heidegger, this
term has a very specific and fundamental meaning. He considers the fact that the
world has become a picture to be the essence of modernity, which is why, strictly
speaking, it is incorrect to contrast the modern world picture with that of the
Middle Ages or of Antiquity. The interpretation of the world as a (representational)
picture only becomes possible in modernity. What exactly does Heidegger mean
by ‘world picture’?4 Let us take a close look at each element, ‘world’ and ‘picture’,
separately. Considered philosophically, the word ‘world’ serves here as a name
for beings in their entirety. This term not only includes nature and history, but
also the world-ground, no matter how its relation to the world is thought. From
the perspective of the Christianization of the world view analyzed above, this
means that by conceiving God as giving ground He is included in the sphere
of representational thinking which accounts for the ground. As a result of this,
He turns into something that can be represented, although His position as the
absolute ground of the world is a unique one. When using the word ‘picture’
we automatically think of a copy of something, a photo or a painting but for
Heidegger, ‘picture’ refers to something more fundamental. When we say that
we try to get a picture of something, we implicitly use this word in a normative
way.5 The picture or representation we make of something thus becomes, as it
were, the norm or standard of the thing in itself: the matter itself stands in the
way it stands to us, before us. Consequently, making a picture of something
or imagining something does not only have to do with visualization but also,
and even more basically, with conceptualization. Moreover, this representation
is not an arbitrary product but is something present for the mind’s eye in all it’s
necessary coherence and totality i.e. as a system. Finally, the term ‘world picture’
also has the connotation of the world (Being as such) being present and available
for a representing subject.

Understood in an essential way, “world picture” does not mean “picture of the
world” but, rather, the world grasped as picture. Beings as a whole are now
taken in such a way that a Being is first and only is being insofar as it is set in
place by representing-producing humanity.6

The interpretation of Christianity as a world view is dependent on the world
having become a picture for a representing subject. Consequently, the expression
‘Christian world view’ only has meaning within the context of the (modern)
world picture and to some extent may be understood as the conscious, articulated
expression of Christianity. ‘World view’ means that man is conscious of the fact

4 M. Heidegger, Die Zeit des Weltbildes, pp. 81ff. [M. Heidegger, The Age of the World Picture,
pp. 67ff.].

5 This normative aspect is even more striking in the German expression ‘wir sind über etwas im
Bilde’ (we put ourselves in the picture about something). This expression constantly plays a part in
Heidegger’s analysis of the world picture. Cf. Ibid., p. 82 [Ibid., p. 67].

6 Ibid., p. 82 [Ibid., pp. 67–8].
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that he looks at the world from a certain, in this case Christian, perspective and
that he attributes a value, perhaps even the highest value, to his faith. On the
basis of this conscious evaluation, he can enter into dialogue or confrontation
with other world views and other values but all these world views and the value
attributed to them are only possible under the condition that the world as such
has already become a picture of which man can make an image or a view. Only
against the much larger background of modernity, in which man posits himself
for the first time as a subject opposed to the world (as object), is he capable of
observing or viewing the world in a self-conscious, detached way, of evaluating it
in relation to other world views, etc. Thus, the decisive factor is not so much that
in the course of modernity, Christianity has entered into a tense relationship with
other religious and non-religious world views but that it has understood itself as
a world view at all. When this occurs Christianity has lost its original Christian
character.

Why is this so? In its earliest and (in Heidegger’s view) most authentic
shape, Christian religion is not a world view at all but a way of life, completely
dominated by faith. The faithful experience God not only in heaven or simply
as the architect of the world or as the highest metaphysical principle (Supreme
Being, causa sui. etc.) but as the living Father who has entered history in a concrete
way and foretells humanity of its salvation. Moreover, faith is not man’s initiative
or his construction, but something that is bestowed upon him on the basis of
the promise made in the Gospels. The faithful believe in God as the one who
really acts, who chooses his flock and thus reveals himself as a loving shepherd
of his people. This faith is not construed by man; it is received without merit; it is
pure grace. However, in the modern age faith becomes a world view and so this
all-encompassing religious mode of existence vanishes. Man takes a detached,
observing attitude towards the world and assigns to God a place in it as it’s
first principle. As a consequence of this, it is up to the faithful to consider God
and religion to be of (some) importance to life. Religion thus becomes a value
which man has to balance against other values (like work, enjoyment, health,
etc.). The crucial difference between original, authentic faith and a modern, pious
view of the world is that in the former view faith is a human response to God’s
initiative, whereas in the latter view the human subject is the exclusive point
of departure on which his religious view of the world is founded. In this way,
the subject can also assure himself of the certainty of faith. In real terms this
means that he chooses the world view that fits him best, or construes for himself
a new eclectic world view by using elements of the existing ones. Finally, the
notion ‘place’ presupposes an organizing subject, which assigns a position to
everything and everyone. The result of this evolution is that religion loses its
truth and reality, and turns into a religious experience. Man no longer sees God’s
activity in the world, but only subjectively feels His presence in the interiority
of his heart. Here we see that the well-known opposition between the God of
the philosophers and scientists and the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob is not
of decisive importance. The present-day faithful, who have turned away from
all theological and philosophical speculation about God to a (anti-intellectual)
religiosity of feeling are as much victims of the loss of the gods as those who stick
to philosophical theism, albeit in different ways. In short, it is obvious that all



        | 71

modern forms of religiosity have lost their authenticity since they have conformed
to the premises of the age of the world picture. They all are dominated by the loss
of the gods.

On the basis of this analysis, the question arises whether in the age of the
world picture, it is even possible to think and to speak about God in a truthful
way at all. Heidegger is very pessimistic about the consequences of the loss of the
gods: when it has come to this, the gods have fled. As said before, this failing of
holy names should certainly not be identified with atheism. Rather, it announces
a situation of indecision about the gods; the holy, as the element in which the gods
are dwelling; human life completely dominated by God’s grace and the experience
of a world that constantly reveals God’s activity—all these features of an authentic
religious existence have vanished and left a great emptiness. Now man himself
has to decide whether or not God exists, on the importance of religion to his
life, etc. However, just at the moment when he wants to take a decision on these
issues, he notices the things on which he has to decide withdraw and escape his
controlling power. This is the situation of indecision about God and the gods. In
effect it is not man’s decision, but it is something that happens to him as destiny,
as a consequence of the age of the world picture. At present, man can decide
autonomously on many things, almost on everything, but not on the fact that he
has ended up in this situation.

In this situation of indecision, all thinking about God is both too late and
too soon. We should not understand the statement that our thinking about God
is too late as a yielding to atheism or agnosticism and even less as indifference
with regard to this issue. The indecision about God is not the consequence of
a conscious human decision, but the result of a certain understanding of Being
which reigns in our age. In its turn, this understanding is the result of a certain
destiny of Being (Seinsgeschick). Once the gods have fled, man has thrown away
his chances to establish an authentic relationship with God; he is too late. For the
same reason, our thinking about God is too soon. Precisely because the loss of the
gods is not the result of a human decision but happens to man as his destiny, every
human attempt to put an end to this indecision, perhaps by promoting God and
religion again as valuable objects of philosophical inquiry or by stressing again
the value of faith in God, is a confirmation and strengthening of the loss of the
gods rather than a means of overcoming this loss.

The only thing that man can do in this situation is to prepare the ground
for the divinity to manifest itself again. Only if man lives within the boundaries
of this ground is he able to understand the original meaning of the word ‘God’.
In a well-known fragment of his Letter on Humanism (Brief über den Humanismus),
Heidegger goes more deeply into the nature of this ground:

The [sort of] thinking that thinks from the question concerning the truth of Being
questions more primordially than metaphysics can. Only from the truth of Being
can the essence of the holy be thought. Only from the essence of the holy is the
essence of divinity to be thought. Only in the light of the essence of divinity can
it be thought or said what the word “God” is to signify.7

7 M. Heidegger, Brief über den Humanismus. Frankfurt am Main, Vittorio Klostermann, 1949,
pp. 36–7 [M. Heidegger, Letter on Humanism. In: Idem, Pathmarks. Cambridge, Cambridge University
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With this remark Heidegger indicates how much preparatory work has to be done
in order to rediscover the meaning of the word ‘God’. In general, he describes
this work as the ‘overcoming of metaphysics’. This is certainly not a Hegelian
sublation, but a step back out of (the reign of) metaphysics into its essence, it
moves from accepting metaphysics as a given construction (of which Hegel’s
system is one of the most prominent examples) to it’s deconstruction. This step
back implies that metaphysical thinking is questioned from the perspective of the
truth of Being as a coming-to-pass of unconcealment and concealment. In this
way, the construction of metaphysics loses its overwhelming, coercive character
and appears as a product of its age, as a manifestation of a specific destiny of
Being. As far as the question of a more authentic meaning of the word ‘God’ is
concerned, this thinking does not simply accept the fact of the loss of the gods as
the inevitable fate of modern culture. On the contrary, it asks, more fundamentally,
which conception of man and world, truth and values has brought this destiny
about and why it is able to present itself as something unavoidable? Thus, the fate
of the loss of the gods loses its coercive character.

6.2 ’      -


Contemporary philosophy can be characterized as an attempt to ‘overcome meta-
physics’ and in particular to overcome the fatal consequences of modernity’s un-
derstanding of man as a subject, of Being as an object, of truth as representation,
and of values as a subjective construction—in short of philosophy as representa-
tional thinking. The outcome of this project, which is still in progress, is not only
essential for the future of religion and theology, but also more generally for the
future of man and world, thinking and acting. Hemming’s book is one of many
examples of this project.

My comment on Hemming’s book is that I agree with the general orienta-
tion of his inquiry, viz. the necessity to find new ways to think transcendence
and thus to overcome a certain kind of metaphysics. But I do not agree with his
general account of modern metaphysics because it is far too monolithic. Many
modern philosophers are well aware of the problems raised by the rationality of
the Enlightenment in general and its dramatic impact on religion and theology in
particular. These philosophers are trying to develop new ways to think transcend-
ence philosophically, and these attempts are worthwhile. So from the perspective
of modern philosophy, I would wish to draw attention to these alternatives, not
only for the sake of historical correctness but also because some of these answers
can be introduced fruitfully into the contemporary philosophical and theological
discussion.

In order to point out the risks which both Hemming and I encounter in
attempting to deconstruct representational thinking, I refer to Derrida’s famous
article, Les fins de l’homme8 because at the end of this text he points out these risks.
On the one hand, one can try to deconstruct representational thinking without

Press, 1998, p. 267].
8 J. Derrida, Margins of Philosophy. Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 1982, pp. 109–136.
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switching grounds. In this case (which more or less represents my approach)
one takes up what has remained implicit in the original basic issue of a given
philosophy in order to divert the instruments and the bricks of it and redeploy
them in the building of representational thinking itself. The risk of this approach
is that one confirms, consolidates or supersedes on a more fundamental level that
which one wanted to deconstruct. This is the risk of my approach. But Hemming’s
approach is also susceptible to a risk, albeit the opposite one. Derrida warns us
about the dangers of deciding to switch grounds abruptly and to pitch one’s
camp boldly outside the tradition of modern philosophy appealing to an absolute
breach and difference. In addition to the other hazards which may threaten such
an emigration (viz. that the new territory is more naïve and more restricted), this
approach runs the risk of a reduction to the oldest ground. Let us put both my
approach and Hemming’s approach to representational thinking to the test in
order to see whether Derrida’s warnings hold true and if so, whether they hold
in both cases or in just one.

I will confine myself to Hemming’s interpretation of Kant in the seventh
chapter of his book. He criticises Kant’s theoretical philosophy as an example
of the modern philosophy of subjectivity and the metaphysics of representation:
for Kant, even the unrepresentable is represented to the subject. In this respect, I
want to show that Kant takes a much more balanced attitude with regard to the
unrepresentable.

In general, according to Hemming, Kant’s theoretical philosophy runs par-
allel to Descartes’ and can be characterized as a philosophy of subjectivity and
representational thinking. In the case of Kant, he illustrates this by analysing
Kant’s notion of the ‘inner concept’. Unfortunately, this is not correct: the German
term ‘Inbegriff ’ does not at all mean ‘inner concept’, neither does it refer to subject-
ive interiority, but simply means the sum total. This means that the conclusions
which Hemming draws with regard to the status of the self on the basis of the
notion of the inner concept are basically unfounded. More generally, Kant uses
every opportunity to stress the differences between his philosophy and Descartes’
and this holds true with regard to three elements of the basic metaphysical pos-
ition analysed above viz. the self or the I, God as the being of beings and truth
as representation. For Descartes truth is always true before us, always already
true, because it is true first in the mind of God, on this point he follows medieval
philosophy. For Kant, however, the ultimate foundation of truth is not God, but
the transcendental unity of apperception. Secondly, this transcendental unity is
not the same as Descartes’ notion of the I as a thinking substance, indeed it is
no substance at all but a formal, transcendental condition for our finite, human
knowledge. This implies, thirdly, that Kant’s position with regard to the meta-
physics of representation is not the same as Descartes’; on the contrary, for Kant
there remains an unbridgeable gap between appearances, which can be known
by the subject, and the thing in itself, which remains unknown.

Let us take a closer look at this unbridgeable gap between appearances and
the thing in itself. When Kant thinks of the thing in itself, he primarily refers to
the ideas of reason, viz. the I, the world, and God. On the one hand, he explicitly
rejects Descartes’ interpretation of them: the ideas of reason are surely not ‘des idées
claires et disctinctes’, i.e. realities of the same order as the mathematical realities, as
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Hemming erroneously suggests. On the other hand, however, as regulative ideas
they are of vital importance to man’s knowing, in that they orientate his thinking
without him ever being capable of representing them. So, the teleological nature
of man’s relation to the sublime, his reaching out to a beyond which he cannot
represent, is not only characteristic for Kant’s third Critique but also characterizes
man’s relation to God in his theoretical philosophy.

In conclusion, in order to clarify the relation between the knowing subject
and his reaching out to a beyond, I will give a short analysis of the famous
passage of the preface of the second edition of the Critique of Pure Reason: ‘I had to
supersede knowledge in order to make room for faith.’9 Let me try to analyse the
key words of this passage. In this context, ‘knowledge’ means objective, scientific
knowing, and comes close to what Hemming calls ‘representational knowing’.
The most important objective of the Critique of Pure Reason is not only to analyse
the conditions under which this kind of knowledge is possible but also to set its
limits as clearly as possible. Kant’s reasons for doing this are not only negative,
i.e. pointing out that a scientific knowledge of the supersensible is impossible, but
also positive, i.e. laying bare the domain of the supersensible, to which knowing
has no access, but towards which reason nevertheless reaches out. For human
reason, the supersensible is a possibility of thinking that is free of contradiction.
What are the implications of this for the meaning of the word ‘Aufheben’? First, it is
quite obvious that Kant, some twenty years before Hegel, uses this word both in a
negative and a positive way. Secondly, and more importantly, the negative aspect
of Aufheben is subordinate to the positive one, since Kant uses the word ‘um’ (in
order to) to determine their relationship. Thirdly, the result of the Aufhebung is
not a kind of representative thinking in which all is already present in the mind of
God but a reaching out to a beyond of scientific, representative thinking. Finally,
for Kant, the word ‘faith’ does not refer to something irrational, something that
is separated from all knowing by an abyss. On the contrary, it is a reasonable
faith which implies that the reasonable subject reaches out to a domain that he
cannot represent but that is nevertheless of vital importance to his knowing, his
acting and his power of judgement. This means that Kant’s famous saying ‘I had
to supersede knowing in order to make room for faith’ can be considered as a
way to transcend postmodernity.

9 I. Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, B, XXX.


