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SUMMARY

The aim of this thesis is to think through, on a 

conceptual level, the theological implications of the 

apparent dissolution of tradition by the postmodern de

construction of Western metaphysics, which Heidegger called  

"onto-theology”• We are interested in * tradition* primarily  

as a theological concept of continuity and in the claims

which theologies make as grounds for that continuity. 

Thinking through the conceptual problem of tradition in the 

light of the postmodern critique of metaphysics can, the  

thesis argues, help theology in its approach to the material 

tradition which it has received. Thus, the thesis is not 

simply an abstract reflection, but is a dialectical engage

ment between the concept of continuity and the actual, 

received tradition.

Part One of the thesis develops the challenge posed 

to the theological notion of tradition by the postmodern

deconstruction of metaphysical concepts of continuity. In 

Chapter One an analysis of three influential theologies of 

tradition shows that they are founded on unexamined 

metaphysical assumptions. The critique of metaphysics by  

thinkers such as Jacques Derrida and Michel Foucault  

undermines these assumptions of continuity in language and 

in history. But these assumptions are under attack in

contemporary theologies also, as we see in Edward Farley*s 

critique of the theological grounding of tradition on a  

principle of divine/human identity. By extending Farley's 

theological critique through appeal to Heidegger and  

Derrida, we reach the judgement that a theology of tradition 

based upon the diachronic extension of a principle of 

divine/human identity or upon a metaphysics of historical 

continuity is no longer tenable.

Chapter Two tests Farley's theological critique of

the principle of identity in order to consolidate the 

argument that a return to notions of continuity governing
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classical theological thinking is no longer admissable. 

Thus, a postmodern theology of tradition is required which 

will integrate the postmodern critique of the metaphysics of 

continuity.

Part Two of the thesis investigates the possibilities 

of such a theology. In Chapter Three the "postmodern 

a/theology” of the leading deconstructionist theologian, 

Mark C. Taylor, is analysed. Taylor*s ”a/theology” is found  

to be a good critique of classical theological structures, 

but it finally results in the abandonment of the theological 

meaning of tradition.

In Chapter Four we present the outline, in method

ological form, of a new postmodern theology of tradition 

which is free of the old notions of continuity, but which 

does not follow Taylor*s path of relativism. In place of a  

metaphysics of continuity we suggest a "broken ontology” of 

tradition, and a model of "instrumentalist" inquiry into 

the tradition. This gives rise to a notion of theology as 

inventio (creating and discovering) which is not a slave to 

the tradition. On this basis we advocate that the 

postmodern theological concept of tradition is constituted 

through a critical discourse which asserts the ethical 

grounding of tradition in the deconstruction of all claims 

to domination, oppression and exclusion of the 'other*.  

Unlike other models of discourse examined in this chapter,  

the model of discourse advocated here is ethical from the 

outset. We have thus made the journey from the concept of 

tradition to the content of the tradition and from ontology 

to ethics, through the deconstructionist critique of 

metaphysics,
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INTRODUCTION

According to Martin Heidegger, "that period we call 

modern. . . is defined by the fact that man becomes the

centre and measure of all beings"^. With humanity at the  

centre, placed there by the confidence of the Cartesian  

Cogito and the daring of Kant's sapere a ude, the power of  

reason and the progress of history became the dogmas of the  

new enlightened thinking. In the flight of the gods and the 

advent of technocratic reason in the scientific revolution,  

Heidegger saw the beginning of the end of true thinking.  

Reason, the liberator of thinking, brought thinking to an  

end. In the Heideggerian view of things, "thinking begins

only when we have come to know that reason, glorified for
o

centuries, is the most stiff-necked adversary of thought .  

A return to the origin of thinking is therefore required, so  

that man, the being who thinks, can again hear the voice of  

Being.

Others, however, did not share Heidegger's sanguine  

view of the possibiity of a return to a purer form of

thinking. In the latter half of the nineteenth century,  

Marx, Freud and Nietzsche all launched attacks on the  

prevailing concepts of 'man'. With the turbulent birth of
•ft

the human sciences, the ground of autonomous reason began to

crumble, and humanity became the object of its own, more

critical, reflection. The possibility of a return seemed to

grow less and less likely. Under the scrutin y of his own

introspection, 'man' drifted further from the centre. The
ptfiioci

end of the modern^was marked by the dispassionate analysis  

of structuralism, summed up in L^ vi-Stra uss' dictum that  

"the ultimate goal of the human sciences is not to  

constitute, but to dissolve man"^.

What Levi-Strauss saw as a task, Michel Foucault saw  

as being almost a destin y. In words which mark vividly the  

end of the modern focus on man as the centre, Foucault  

writes:
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. • . man is an invention of recent date.

And perhaps one nearing its end. If those 

arrangements were to disappear as they 

appeared, if some event of which we can at 

the moment do no more than sense the 

possibility - without knowing either what 

its form will be or what it promises -

were to cause them to crumble as the 

ground of Classical thought did, at the 

end of the eighteenth century, then one 

can certainly wager that man would be

erased, like a face drawn in sand at the

edge of the sea^.

If the modern is defined as that period of thinking which 

has man at the centre, then there is no doubt that we have 

now embarked on a period which is, in these precise terms, 

post-modern.

The Oxford English Dictionary defines 'modern' as:  

"Of or pertaining to the present and recent times, as 

distinguished from the remote past; pertaining to or 

originating in the current age or period"^. The term 'post

modern', therefore, signifies a break with that which has 

marked recent thinking: the centrality of 'man', confidence

in the power of reason, the progress of history and the 

benefits of science and technology. Nevertheless, this 

break is not a final rupture. The postmodern continues to

be defined in terms of that from which it tries to distance 

itself. The term 'postmodern' expresses more a desire than  

an achievement, more a struggle than a liberation, for the 

achievement of complete emancipation is one of the myths of 

the modern which must be abandoned.

The postmodern is parasitic; it remains within the 

body of its Enlightenment host, living off that which its  

very existence is designed to destroy. Unlike the  

confidence of modern, Cartesian reason, the postmodern
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experiences a crisis of epistemology. It can find no 

absolute point of reference in history or in language. We 

are, then, impelled to interpret. The difference between 

the modern and the postmodern views of interpretation is 

expressed as follows by Jacques Derrida:

In the beginning is hermeneutics. But the 

shared necessity of exegesis, the

interpretive imperative, is interpreted 

differently by the rabbi and the poet.

The difference between the horizon of the  

original text and exegetic writing makes

the difference between the rabbi and the

poet irreducible. Forever unable to unite 

with each other, yet so close to each 

other, how could they ever regain the 

realm? The original opening of

interpretation essentially signifies that 

there will always be rabbis and poets.

And two interpretations of inter- 

pretation ,

For the rabbi, says Derrida, there is something to be 

interpreted, some secret meaning hidden in the text. For 

the poet on the other hand the meaning is found primarily in 

the act of interpreting, in the flow of language itself. 

The texts of Derrida, Heidegger, Nietzsche and others are  

marked by this view of hermeneutics, in which interpretation

has not arrived but is always on the way. We might suggest,

at this point, that the possibility of a postmodern theology 

lies, not in the rabbi becoming a poet, but in the rabbi 

becoming poetical.

But we have already gone too far, for the postmodern 

is still journeying, and that journey has taken it,  

primarily, through the Western metaphysical heritage. 

Postmodern thinking is born out of metaphysics, but its
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relationship with the parent is an Oedipal relationship, in

which the impulse is to kill that which gave it life. As

Derrida writes, commenting on Levinas:

The Greek father who still holds us under 

his sway must be killed; and this is what 

a Greek - Plato - could never resolve to  

do, deferring the act into a hallucinatory 

murder. A hallucination within the 

hallucination that is already speech. But 

will a non-Greek ever succeed in doing  

what a Greek in this case could not do, 

except by disguising himself as a Greek, 

by speaking Greek, by feigning to speak 

Greek in order to get near the king?^

Again, there is a contradiction at the heart of the

postmodern, a contradiction that is to be celebrated and not 

lamented. There is no escape from metaphysics; in this

Oedipal story the father continues to live.

What is the metaphysics from which the postmodern 

wishes to escape but knows that it cannot? Robert  

Scharlemann, a postmodern theologian, writes that "the 

beginning [of metaphysics] is found at that point where 

everyday language, instead of beirig used to show the world, 

is used to define the being of what is shown"®. This is 

what Heidegger called "onto -theology"^, the veiling of Being  

by a language which forgets the difference between beings 

and the ground of all beings. It is a language which 

totalizes, identifies itself without recourse to difference, 

and posits itself as a definition of what is real.

But metaphysical language also subverts itself; it 

does not achieve that which it claims. The activity of 

tracing this process of the subversion of metaphysics is 

called deconstruction. Deconstruction cannot be defined, it 

can only be done, but it is most often an unravelling, by
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means of textual analysis, of the binary oppositions which 

permeate Western metaphysics: presence/absence,

infinite/finite, sacred/profane, identity/difference, 

good/evil, light/darkness, etc. The activity of

deconstructing this metaphysics occurs where

each pole of an opposition can be used to 

show that the other is in error but in 

which the undecidable dialectic gives rise 

to no synthesis because the antinomy is 

inherent in the very structure of our 

language, in the possibilities of our 

conceptual framework^^.

However, as Barbara Johnson writes, deconstruction is not 

destruction:

deconstruction is not destruction. . . .

It is in fact much closer to the original 

meaning of the word analysis, which 

etymologically means "to undo" - a virtual 

synonym for "to deconstruct"^^.

As we saw Derrida intimate, there is no final escape from 

metaphysical language. The postmodern critique of meta

physics is not a destruction or dismissal of metaphysics in 

the mode of logical-positivism^^, but is rather a critique 

of metaphysics which occurs within metaphysics. This 

Oedipal drama never reaches a climax, for although the 

prospective murderer must speak the language of the king, he 

knows that the king will never die. The plot of this drama 

is an eternal return.

In theological terms, deconstruction has been
H 1 o

described as "the ’hermeneutic' of the death of God or,

alternatively, as "the death of God put into writing"^^. 

’God*, here, is the ultimate ’transcendental signified’, the
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final point of linguistic reference, the logos of all 

metaphysical thought, the 'theo-' in 'onto-theology'• The 

deconstruction of metaphysics demands the deconstruction of 

the God of metaphysics, although postmodern theological 

thought frequently results in the disappearence of God tout 

a fait^^. As with the broader scope of metaphysics, a 

theology of deconstruction seeks to go to the heart of 

classical theological language until the metaphysical basis 

of that language is shown to subvert itself.

This postmodern critique of metaphysics, whether 

occurring within the domain of theology, where it has only 

latterly begun to be felt, or in the wider domain of 

philosophy, literary theory and the human sciences, has 

given rise primarily to a crisis of continuity. If man is  

no longer at the centre of the universe and God seems to 

have fled from the consciousness of the West, then where do  

we take our stand? If there is no * beginning' or *end* then  

how can we be in the 'middle'; how can we act with purpose 

and with hope? Does the 'end' of man mean the end of all 

that man is and has been, and not simply the end of 

Cartesian rationality and technocratic reason?

Framed in these terms, the postmodern problematic is  

seen to be a problematic of tradition. 'Tradition* says the
n

Oxford English Dictionary, comes from the Latin traditio,

meaning 'to deliver', 'to surrender', 'handing-down*. It is

'the action of handing over', of 'handing down from

generation to generation'. It is 'the transmission of

beliefs, statements, rules and customs', as well as those

things which are thereby transmitted. 'Tradition' is as

wide and as broad as human life itself. There are family

traditions and political traditions, local traditions and

national traditions. Tradition can be ethnic, personal,

artistic, intellectual, cultural, sporting, scientific or 
1

religious . Traditions can be oppressive or liberating, 

disclosive or secretive. However, what binds all traditions 

together is that they are preservers of continuity. All
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traditions share in the concept of * tradition* as 

maintaining a connection between generations, ethnic or 

intellectual groups, members of families or religions 

separated by distance, time or circumstance.

Tradition, however, is not univocally positive. It 

can also mean 'to betray*, and in the Christian scriptures 

the same verb (paradidonai) is used for the handing over of 

Jesus by Judas as for the passing on of the tradition by 

Paul^ ^, All tradition is to some extent ambiguous; it can  

have discontinuities as well as continuities. But, even 

admitting this, what is left of tradition at all if we are 

now cut off from ourselves and from our past? Surrounded by 

epistemological scepticism, how can we affirm any continuity 

with that which has preceded us? Is tradition an outdated 

concept? If language is an open-ended system of signs, a  

wheel of interpretation within interpretation, and 'history' 

merely a useful way of linking disjointed occurrences post

factum, then are we indeed in the process of being erased, 

like the face on the sea's edge?

These questions about the possibility of continuity 

in our understanding of 'man', engendered by the postmodern 

critique of the metaphysical assumptions underlying Western 

notions of history and language, are important and 

intriguing questions for theology also. The concept of 

'tradition* is central to Christian theology, founded as it 

is on a series of events surrounding the person of Jesus 

Christ and the witnesses to those events, Christian 

theology lives in relation to the past and can carry out its 

task only if a certain continuity with that past is assumed. 

Now this continuity undoubtedly exists on a certain level at 

least: for example, the central texts of Christian theology 

- the scriptures - as well as their interpretation by great  

thinkers such as Augustine, Aquinas and Luther still fill  

our shelves. But, for theological thinking, this is not an 

adequate defence of tradition, for tradition is as much an 

assumption on the conceptual level as it is a preservation
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on the material level. The crisis of continuity provoked in 

postmodern discourse is more a crisis of the very concept of 

continuity and tradition than it is of the material elements 

that make up a particular tradition or line of continuity.

Our aim in this thesis is to think through on a 

conceptual level the theological problems posed in the 

apparent dissolution of tradition by the postmodern 

deconstruction of metaphysics. This challenge has yet to be 

taken up in any systematic way in contemporary theology. 

In this undertaking we are interested in the concept of 

tradition as it operates in Christian theology, although our 

reflections on the general problem of tradition could be of 

relevance to other branches of the humanities. We have, 

therefore, a particular tradition in mind. However, we are 

not concerned primarily with the material content of this 

tradition: the texts, institutions, practices, beliefs, etc. 

which go to make up two thousand years and more of Judaeo- 

Christian theology. We are concerned firstly with the 

grounding claims which this tradition makes for its own 

continuity, the assumptions underlying those claims, and 

the metaphysical bases (if any) of those assumptions. So, 

while our thinking will be a dialectic between the 

conceptual and the material, this thesis is primarily a work 

of methodological reflection.

As a guide to the reader, the term 'tradition' will 

generally refer to the concept of continuity in time and the 

assumptions which ground this claim to continuity. Where 

the definite article precedes the noun (the tradition) the 

reference is to the material content of the tradition. This 

distinction between the conceptual and the material is not, 

in itself, a metaphysical idealism, as if the concept could 

somehow exist without the content, but is a useful device 

for the purposes of clarity. As we shall argue, clear 

thinking about the concept of 'tradition' can help in our 

understanding of the material theological content of the 

tradition.
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Part One of the thesis outlines the challenge which 

the postmodern deconstruction of metaphysics poses for the 

concept of tradition in Christian theology, as well as 

providing the grounding for the examination of theological 

responses to this challenge to be undertaken in Part Two. 

The first section of Chapter One examines the theological 

problem of tradition as a problem of continuity. Firstly we 

focus on the notion of continuity proposed by three 

theologians: Vincent of Lerins, John Henry Newman and Ernst  

Troeltsch. These theologians are found to base their

concepts of continuity on unthematized metaphysical 

assumptions. We then proceed to a detailed presentation of 

the crisis of continuity engendered by postmodern thought. 

The origins of the postmodern in the thought of Marx,  

Nietzsche and Freud is outlined, as well as, in more detail, 

the contemporary challenge to a metaphysics of continuity by 

the leading postmodern thinkers: Jacques Derrida and Michel  

Foucault,

The second section of Chapter One develops the 

problematic of continuity by turning to Edward Farley's 

theological critique of tradition as founded upon a

principle of divine/human identity. This principle of 

identity provides for an authoritarian theological framework 

in which the continuity of tradition is guaranteed by means 

of the representation of the divine will in contingent 

expressions and institutions. This critique raises, within 

the sphere of theology, the question of what it means to 

speak of tradition as the diachronic extension of identity, 

A further analysis of the question of identity in

conjunction with Martin Heidegger and Jacques Derrida  

provides a significant complement to Farley's theological 

critique. This leads us to the conclusion that the concept 

of tradition as undifferentiated identity through time, 

which has been the dominant notion of continuity in 

mainstream theology, is no longer tenable after the

deconstruction of onto-theological metaphysics.
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Chapter Two tests this contention by analyzing Roman 

Catholic and Protestant neo-orthodox theologies in the light 

of Farley’s critique of tradition as founded on the

principle of divine/human identity. Specifically, the

notions of continuity in the theologies of Yves Congar and 

Karl Barth are examined and are found to fulfill the 

conditions of the principle of identity described by Farley, 

Thereby, we can assert that no return to the notions of 

tradition and continuity found in neo-orthodox theologies is 

possible, as they are dependent upon a metaphysics which we 

have seen to be unsound.

In Part Two of the thesis we examine the

possibilities of a postmodern theology of tradition which is 

not bound by the principle of identity or the classical 

metaphysics of continuity. Chapter Three deals with the  

"postmodern a/theology" of one of the leading

deconstructionist theologians, Mark C. Taylor. Taylor's  

”a/theology" is found to be an accurate critique of many of  

the metaphysical assumptions which underlie classical 

symbols of Christian theology. In the final analysis,  

however, we find that his "a/theology" results in the  

abandonment of the concept of continuity in time and 

therefore destroys the theological meaning of tradition.  

What is called for is a theology of tradition which can 

integrate the postmodern critique of metaphysical notions of 

continuity, while also retrieving the central theological 

meaning which the concept of 'tradition* holds in Christian 

theology.

Chapter Four presents the structure of such a 

retrieval in the form of a methodological reflection. We  

suggest here an ontology of continuity which does not revert 

to a metaphysics of tradition. This 'broken-ontology' of  

continuity allows for unity without uniformity and identity 

without exclusivity in Christian tradition. We further  

advocate a concept of theology as inventio (creating and 

discovering) in conjunction with an "instrumentalist" mode
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of Investigation into the tradition which is not bound by 

the tradition. On this basis we posit a model of 

theological discourse which allows the ethical grounding of 

tradition to reassert itself in Christian theology. This 

latter point is developed from the deconstructionist 

perspective of a 'relationality* which undermines all 

pretensions to domination and oppression. In the process of 

advocating a return to ethical considerations within the 

concept of tradition, we have occasion to take issue with 

the notions of 'discourse’ advocated in philosophy by 

Richard Rorty and in theology by David Tracy. We also put 

forward some points of argument in favour of viewing 

deconstruction, especially that undertaken by Jacques 

Derrida, as a form of reasoned and reasonable critique 

within the Enlightenment heritage, although against some of 

the prevailing ideas of that heritage, as opposed to a view 

of deconstruction as a textual free-for-all. This is not to 

put forward an apologia for all that terms itself 

* deconstruction * or ’postmodern', but rather to argue that 

constructive engagement with the mainline postmodern 

thinkers is a viable and worthwhile undertaking for 

contemporary theology.

Despite the wide-ranging issues raised here, both the 

aims and the conclusions of the thesis are modest. Our 

purpose is to engage in dialogue with a branch of 

contemporary thnking. By showing how theology can engage in 

fruitful dialogue with postmodern thinking we hope to throw 

some new light on old theological questions and perhaps 

raise some new ones in the process. We do not pretend to 

answer those questions, simply to present them for thought. 

In the final analysis, the theological task may be best 

achieved through the presentation of such questions rather 

than through their solution.
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PART ONE

CHALLENGES
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1. THE THEOLOGICAL PROBLEM OF TRADITION

AND THE CRISIS OF METAPHYSICS.

1.1. The Theological Problem of Tradi tion

as a Problem of Con tinui ty.

As we noted in the introduction, the term * tra di tion’  

is not a univocal one, to which we can easily assign an  

exact meaning. In a work of theology this problem is  

compounde d by the fact that the term is frequently used to  

exclude a great deal, while it may also be argued that  

almost any dimension of the Christian past may be included  

under the banner of ’tradition*. To take one example: is

the Christology of Arius a part of the Christian tradition  

or not? The reasons why this question could be answered in  

the negative are obvious enough, yet it may also be

plausibly argued that Arian Christology forms an

indispensable dimension of the clarification of ’orthodox'  

Christian doctrine and is therefore central to the

tradition. In this thesis we wish to avoid the historical

and theological quagmire into which analysis of the content  

of the tradition, as in this example, can lead us. Rather  

than discuss the tradi tion - thousands of years of debate,  

conflict , definition and interpreta tion - directly, we  

intend to discuss ’tradition' as a concept which refers not  

only to content , but primarily to the dura tion in time of a  

certain 'identity' which can be termed 'Christian'. Part of  

the analysis of the concept of tradi tion will entail  

questioning the possibility and the meaning of saying that  

such 'identity' over time is possible.

This way of proceeding may seem to some to be an  

inversion of the usual manner of dealing with a tradition.  

Jaroslav Pelikan, the great contemporary historian of the  

Christian tradition, asserts that "the very concept of  

tradi tion cannot be defined until a specific tradition has  

been stu died at some depth, in the de tails of its concrete
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historical development”^. While the necessity of in-depth 

historical investigation cannot be underestimated, Pelikan's 

dismissal of the possibility of analysing the concept of 

tradition before investigating the content of the tradition 

betrays a naivety towards the complexity of questions which 

the concept of tradition carries with it. It is as though  

he believes that talk about the tradition will automatically 

yield an acceptable understanding of what tradition actually 

is. To draw a parallel: this criticism of Pelikan is akin

to Heidegger’s criticism of what he considered to be the

modern malaise of confusing knowing with 'knowing about'
o

things'^. Knowing a great deal about the tradition does not 

necessarily unveil the methodological and metaphysical 

assumptions which underlie one's operative notion of

tradition, just as knowing about certain 'facts' of history 

does not one's theory of history. If anything,

concentration on content can often result in the obscuring 

of unspoken methodological assumptions.

What is required, therefore, is a stepping-back from 

the issues surrounding the content of the tradition to the 

concept of tradition itself. Of course, it would be  

impossible, as well as undesirable, to think of tradition as 

a pure concept, for one always thinks with a particular 

tradition in mind. This observation, however, should not

deter us from the difficult task of thinking through the

concept of tradition, a task which seems imperative at 

present. The reasons for this are twofold. Firstly, as we  

have noted, it is inadequate to assume that thinking about 

the tradition is equivalent to thinking about the concept of 

tradition. This can result in frenetic argumentation over  

the interpretation of scripture, the meaning of conciliar 

documents, the authority of patristic texts, etc. Secondly, 

as we shall shortly demonstrate in brief and then show in 

more detail in the latter part of this section, the very 

concept of tradition, the possibility of continuity in 

history, is under radical threat in many contemporary forms
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of thought. Theology can either ignore this challenge at 

its peril, or else attempt to come to terms with it. Our 

choice, and the rationale of this thesis, is for the latter 

option.

To return to the difficulties posed by the term

'tradition*, two observations are in order at this point. 

Firstly, against the views of Pelikan, we shall show that 

methodological reflection on the concept of 'tradition' is 

not only possible but is actually of crucial importance for 

our view of the theological content of the tradition. This 

division between the concept of continuity and the actual 

content of the tradition is to be viewed as a methodological 

device which will enable us to step back from the content of 

the tradition in order to return to it anew. Secondly, as 

befits a work which attempts to retrieve a certain concept, 

the term 'tradition' will carry different nuances of meaning 

at different points in the thesis; this will generally be 

evident from the context, and as a rule the definite article  

will signify the distinction between the content of the

tradition and the concept of 'tradition' which is the main 

point of our investigation. It is not our intention to  

dispense with either the term or the concept of 'tradition* 

- at the very least the term is indispensable to refer to 

the Christian heritage - but rather to retrieve it in the 

face of a contemporary crisis, and in that retrieval to 

enable a fresh look to be taken at some central theological 

issues.

However, notwithstanding the various possible 

interpretations of the term 'tradition', any form of thought 

which employs the concept invariably accepts that 

'tradition* is primarily a concept of duration, of 

continuity. How any particular tradition establishes and

maintains that continuity is open to debate - at this stage 

it is sufficient to recognize that the concepts 'tradition', 

'continuity' and 'duration' are roughly synonymous. In

addition, the theological concept of tradition contains not
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only this dimension of continuity but also the connotation
*3

of directonality , in that we can take it as being axiomatic 

that all mainstream Christian theologies, including those of 

the anti-traditionalist Reformation churches, view theo

logical continuity as a process somehow directed by the will 

or plan of God^, In Chapter Two we shall examine theologies 

which are representative of this view. The crucial point is  

that the co-implication of continuity and directionality is 

the focal-point of the crisis in which we now find the 

concept of tradition.

It is not too extravagant a claim to say that 

'tradition' is the name which Christian theology gives to  

its own history, in the sense of the German term Geschichte 

- meaning both the events that have occurred and the more 

complex relations and interpretations which intertwine with 

those events. As the concept of tradition is essentially a  

concept of continuity, it follows that the notion of history 

which accompanies the concept of tradition will not be one 

in which history is viewed as a series of disjointed 

occurrences, but rather one in which history, too, has an 

in-built continuity and directionality. The concept of  

history which posits it as linear continuity within the 

horizons of a directional process is one which we can term 

'historicist'. Allen Megill, in ,Prophets of Extremity, his  

lucid and perceptive, though unfortunately titled, work on 

Nietzsche, Heidegger, Foucault and Derrida, quotes Maurice 

Mandelbaum's definition of historicism as

the belief that an adequate understanding 

of the nature of any phenomenon and an 

adequate assessment of its value are to be 

gained through considering it in terms of 

the place which it occupied and the role 

which it played within a process of 

development^ .
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In other words, historicism involves a genetic mode of 

explanation which attempts to base all evaluation on the 

nature of the historical process. As such it is not so much 

a Weltanschauung as a methodological principle, Megill 

broadens Mandelbaum's definition of historicism to include 

any sense of directionality given to history. The term for 

him is pejorative, signifying the willingness of historical 

consciousness to relinquish every certainty except one - the  

certainty of the historical process itself. Megill argues 

that the historicist notion of history was demolished by 

Nietzsche and that nineteenth century notions of continuity  

have given way, as Mandelbaum demonstrates^, to twentieth
o

century notions of crisis .

The historicist claim that single events are best 

explained as links in a chain of development is one which 

has found a particular resonance in theology, as will become 

abundantly clear in Chapter Two. For the present, however, 

in order to highlight how the theological concept of 

tradition is a problem of the concept of continuity, we

shall briefly examine three influential concepts of 

tradition with the aim of ascertaining their underlying

notions of history and continuity. These are the theologies 

of tradition of Vincent of Lerins, John Henry Newman and

Ernst Troeltsch.

1.1.1. The Theological Problem of Tradition: Three

Exemplary Cases.

a) Vincent of Lerins. The 5^^* century Commonitory,  

attributed to Vincent of Lerins, provided the post- Nicene  

church with the clearest criteria yet proposed on behalf of 

the unity of the rule of faith in the face of the 

theological turmoil of the time^. Vincent sought to develop  

criteria which would distinguish the true tradition from the 

corruptions introduced by ’heretics'. The result of his 

analysis of theologians such as Apollinarius, Nestorius,
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Orlgen and Tertullian was the famous ”Quod ubique, quod 

semper, quod ab omnibus'* - the true faith is that which has 

been held everywhere, at all times, and by all. These 

criteria appeal predominantly to the unity of the faith by 

the emphasis placed on the synchronic agreement of the 

universal church on what constitutes the rule of faith. 

Yet, as the Commonitory was written during a period of  

profound theological change, the author is acutely aware 

that some explanation must be given for the fact that the  

faith is not articulated in exactly the same way as it was  

at the time of the apostles or Irenaeus. The criteria of 

the rule of faith must not simply apply synchronically to 

any given place or community, but must also apply 

diachronically. As Pelikan accurately observes: "it was

fundamental to this definition. . . that there be a

universality in time as well as a universality in space. . . 

• Indeed in Vincent's definition this criterion appears to 

have been the most decisive "̂ ^.

Lacking our insights into the nature of historical 

consciousness, the author of the Commonitory proposed a  

solution, the novelty of which is difficult for us to 

appreciate - he suggested that progress in the understanding 

of faith could be likened to the organic growth of a human 

body or plant. This metaphor allowed him to distinguish 

clearly between that which belonged properly to the 

tradition and that which was heretical: "for progress

requires that the subject be enlarged in itself, alteration 

that it be transformed into something else "^^. As with the  

infant becoming an adult, the development of the correct 

interpretation of the church's rule of faith was "framed  

beforehand" in the plan of God so that it can continue under  

"the same laws of progress, so as to be consolidated by  

years, enlarged by time, refined by age, and yet, withal, to
1 o

continue uncorrupt and unadulterate" .

From the perspective of the present study, what is 

particularly important about the adoption of the organic
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metaphor as an explanation of diachronic continuity is that 

in terms of Mandelbaum's definition it is clearly 

historicist. The argument begins from the observable 

phenomenon of organic growth and argues on that basis for 

what is, without being stated as such, a sophisticated 

philosophy of history. Thus, the continuation of the 

tradition, far from being simply material and phenom

enological, takes on the character of a directed process 

which is guaranteed by ’’the wisdom of the Creator”. And  

what is it which continues? It is that which is believed  

everywhere, at all times and by all. Thus, the diachronic 

extension of the true tradition is dependent upon the 

synchronic certainty of faith and the organic metaphor of 

development. The unity and continuity of the tradition are 

interwoven.

As we have observed, however, the organic metaphor  

operates in the Vincentian Canon as more than simply a 

useful metaphor, but as a criterion of tradition it makes 

strong theological (the divine plan unfolding in history) 

and metaphysical (history as a linear continuum) assertions. 

This connection between a theology of tradition and a 

metaphysical historicism - what we have already referred to 

as the co-implication of continuity and directionality - 

has, as we shall show in Chapter Two , dominated both Roman  

Catholic and Protestant theology down to the present day. 

At least two reasons can be suggested as to why the  

Vincentian criteria have perdured. Firstly, the theological 

and metaphysical requirement of continuity precluded any 

alternative concept of history and tradition gaining a 

foothold; and, secondly, the obvious apologetic value of 

reading the tradition as a unity which had fought off 

manifold errors did not allow a revisionist reading which 

could undermine the threefold criteria.

Contemporary attempts to translate the Vincentian 

criteria into new theological categories tend to avoid its 

absolutist overtones without coming to grips with the
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underlying historicism, often retaining it as an unspoken 

assumption. One commentator has reinterpreted the

Vincentian criteria for contemporary theology as

what we can discover to have been believed 

and practised at least sometimes, in some 

places and by some Christians as part of 

the good news and which promises once 

again to be life-giving - that can truly 

and properly direct our discernment of 

present traditions and experienced^.

In itself, this reinterpretation is very welcome, but it 

should not mislead us into thinking that the fundamental 

problem with the Vincentian criteria can be solved by

replacing an absolutist and exclusive formulation of 

tradition with a relativist and inclusive one. The deeper 

problem of theological and metaphysical unity and continuity

remains. In order to appreciate fully the influence which

this historicist concept of tradition has had on more recent 

notions of continuity, particularly in Roman Catholc

theologies, and the consequent dilemma in which contemporary  

theology finds itself, it will be helpful to investigate 

briefly the most influential . concept of theological 

continuity in recent theological history, namely that of 

John Henry Newman.

b) John Henry Newman. Newman, like the author of the 

Commonitory, though for appreciably different reasons given 

the concerns of the times, wanted to ascertain both where 

the true tradition lay and what was the nature of that 

tradition's continuity . Newman's concern differed

slightly from that of Vincent of Lerins insofar as he was  

concerned not so much with the apologetic argument against 

actual or potential heresies as with how genuine continuity 

had occurred over a period of almost two thousand years.
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Nevertheless, the concept of continuity In both thinkers Is 

remarkably similar.

In his famous Essay on the Development of Christian

Doctrlne^^ Newman aimed to establish the unity and

continuity of the Christian dogmatic tradition. His reading

of that tradition, particularly the doctrinal controversies

of the patristic period, led him to the conclusion that the

Vincentian Canon was strictly untenable Insofar as "the

solution It offers Is as difficult as the original

problem'*̂ ^. Newman perceived that the tradition was not a

unity In the way In which the Vincentian author perceived

it, and that as the Vincentian Canon bases continuity on

synchronic unity it cannot be an adequate basis for

defending the Identity of the tradition over time. It was

imperative, however, for Newman to establish the essential

unity and consequent continuity of the Christian tradition,

for, in his view, the alternative was a lapse into a
1 Rsollpslstlc religion^”. The theory of development which 

Newman subsequently created still based continuity on a 

synchronic unity but did so in a way which managed to 

integrate unity into a process of development and thus 

explain differences, inconsistencies and diversity in the 

tradition.

Newman's theory of development is well known, so we 

shall confine our remarks to its salient features. The 

unity and continuity to which Newman appeals is not simply 

the empirical evidence adduced by the Vincentian author, but 

rather the eplstemological unity of an idea, which strikes 

the mind without yet being fully understood or explicated. 

Newman’s analogy between the tradition and an idea operates 

on the assumption that an idea exists in the mind of an 

individual or community as a totality, and that the 

explication of the idea adds nothing to its truth. 

Gradually, over a period of time involving disputes, 

clarifications and controversies, the original idea is 

grasped more and more clearly, "till what was first an
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impression on the Imagination has become a system or creed

in the Reason"^^. This process, says Newman, entails "the

birth of an idea, the development, in explicit form, of what

was latent within it”^^. The process of development,

therefore, is "only the adequate representation of the

original idea, being nothing else than what that very idea

meant from the first, - its exact image as seen in a
71combination of the most diversified aspects' . In terms  

of the doctrinal tradition, dogmas are "propositions 

expressive of the judgements which the mind forms, or the
o 9

impressions which it receives of Revealed Truth" , that is, 

they are developments over time from an a priori unity and 

they add nothing to that unity in terms of its truth.

Even from this short outline of the core of Newman*s 

idea of development, it is clear that it retains the same 

fundamental structure as the Vincentian Canon, even down to 

the organic growth metaphor, namely, that continuity is 

founded upon the extension of an a priori unity. The major 

difference is that Newman allows for historical development 

by distinguishing between the idea in its unified totality 

and the attempt to understand the total idea in time. By  

appealing to the empirical evidence a posteriori, Newman can 

retrospectively explain the extant tradition. But this is  

quite unacceptable as a method of,coping with the problem of 

history, for while it historicizes every part of the 

tradition, and thus apparently undermines positivist 

theologies of tradition, it does so only in the name of an a 

priori determinant which gives the tradition the character 

of being simply an unravelling of this a priori datum. 

Thus, Newman’s notion of development does not escape a 

metaphysical concept of continuity; it simply pushes the 

determining factor back into the origin of the tradition, 

the totality of the given revelation.

Newman's reading of the tradition, therefore, is  

governed by the principles of unity and continuity which are 

even more firmly grounded than in the Vincentian Canon.
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Vincent of Lerins, with pre-scientific naivety, thought that 

the tradition was empirically and historically one. Newman, 

with his extensive knowledge of the patristic period, knew 

that this was a very shaky foundation indeed for a theology 

of dogmatic continuity such as that which he sought, so he 

used the historical evidence merely as support for a pre

determined position. In other words, Newman*s notion of 

continuity is founded on both a historicist reading of the 

evidence and on a metaphysics of the unity of the tradition 

which grounds that historicism. As The New Catholic  

Encyclopaedia, with startling clarity and unintended irony, 

observes of Newman's theory: "there is a metaphysical

element in the argument from convergence of evidence that 

transcends the elements of the argument itself It is

precisely this underlying metaphysics that commentators such 

as Pelikan fail to recognize when they assert that the  

tradition must be investigated before the concept of 

tradition can be thought through^^.

In Newman's theory of development, then, the 

operative notion of history is thoroughly metaphysical. 

Historicism is not simply the description of the facts as 

they fall together into unity and continuity, but it 

contains within it the belief that this unity and continuity 

are already there. As we have pointed out, this means that  

continuity also has the character of a directed process. In 

the nineteenth century it was this metaphysics of continuity 

which gave Newman's notion of development such strength, but 

with the crisis of metaphysics this former strength is his 

theory's greatest weakness. Before presenting that crisis 

in detail, we shall briefly examine a third influential 

theological concept of continuity, the more subtle 

historicism of Ernst Troeltsch.

c) Ernst Troeltsch. Troeltsch's essay "What does  

'Essence of Christianity' mean?" has been described as "the 

classical statement of what it means to interpret a
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religious tradition on the basis of an uncompromisingly
o c

modern historical perspective’ . The essay attempts to 

outline the consequences for theological method of taking 

seriously the presuppositions of modern historiography. His 

interlocutors in the * essence’ question, Harnack and Loisy, 

had failed, in Troeltsch’s view, to take the problem of 

history seriously enough. For Harnack, the question of 

’essence' was purely one of ascertaining the core of 

original Christianity, and when Loisy attacked Harnack he 

did not criticize his understanding of history but only his 

failure to take into account the development of the dogmatic 

tradition in the church, which Newman had articulated so
O fl

clearly on the Catholic side^^.

Troeltsch, on the other hand, proceeded, not on the 

basis of dogmatic development, but "from history in general, 

and its methods, to a view of Christianity in its overall
o 7

extent, and to the question of its validity' . He 

advocated a historical consciousness which renounces

a history possessing dogmatic, ready-made 

criteria and the assumption which produces 

its basic concepts out of its own work. A

firmly delimited normative truth,

presented as available in the Bible or in 

the church and both accredited and 

recognizable on the basis of divine
o o

authority, is dispensed with .

This means that "the normative authority of the tradition. . 

. is also reduced, and it becomes possible to criticize 

freely all the ecclesiastical dogmas which are given with or 

which grow out of this tradition"^^.

Already we can see that Troeltsch, by beginning with

the methodological questions and refusing to accept in

advance a given continuity, represents a considerable 

improvement on the positions of Vincent and Newman, and on
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that of his own interlocutors, Harnack and Loisy. His major 

contribution to our understanding of the concept of 

tradition is that "a criterion for the maintenance of
or)

continuity in advance does not exist”-̂̂. In terms of the  

'essence' debate, Troeltsch translates this as meaning that 

there is no final definition of the essence of Christianity. 

From our perspective we can say that there is no a priori 

metaphysics of history or tradition on which continuity is 

founded. Indeed, when Troeltsch's theology is removed from  

the context of the now outdated 'essence' debate, it is the 

impact of his thought on the concept of tradition which may 

be his most lasting contribution. Michael Pye recognizes  

this when he observes that one of Troeltsch's deepest 

insights is that

religious tradition is created

retrospectively from out of each 

successive present, and with a view to the 

future. It is not really created

authoritatively from the beginning of the 

tradition. . . and then simply unrolled as
*3 1

the centuries pass*̂ .

Troeltsch's concept of tradition as something created 

retrospectvely is clearly not a metaphysics of tradition in 

the way of Vincent or Newman, nor is he a historicist in the 

sense of Hegel, Comte or Marx. This is not to say, however, 

that he has escaped all historicist tendencies, for, 

although Troeltsch argued that all religion, knowledge and 

experience must be viewed in terms of historical change, he 

saw this as leading to moral and religious skepticism. This 

scepticism could not be overcome by appeal to trans- 

historical metaphysical principles, but only through history 

itself.

Consequently, because of his willingness to 

relativize all things in the name of history except the
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historical process itself, Troeltsch frequently fell back 

into a quasi-historicist position. Witness the latent 

historicism in the statement that "there is no logically 

necessary dialectical law which can be constructed for the 

step-by-step emergence of the essence, but only a continuum 

which spreads through everything" . Troeltsch*s desire to 

preserve some form of continuity led him to emphasize the 

centrality of the subject: "continuity. . • lives in the

feeling and in the will. . . [as] a living religious

subjectivity"; and he also succumbs to the occasional 

Newman-like statement, as, for example when he speaks of the 

"possibilities for development inherent within the Christian  

idea"^^.
At the heart of Troeltsch's theology of tradition 

there lies a deep tension between, on the one hand, the 

rejection of a metaphysic of continuity and, on the other 

hand, the fear that relativizing all things would lead to 

chaos and meaninglessness. Troeltsch's response was to 

preserve the historical process as the only constant, a 

position which is finally self-contradicting. This warns us 

that, while Troeltsch marks a watershed in the question of 

history and tradition, the problem does not end with him. 

Troeltsch, in his theology, and ultimately in his life by 

his move from the theology to the philosophy faculty, posed 

the problem of tradition and continuity at its most acute.

The notions of continuity expressed in the theologies 

of tradition which we have just examined depend, to one 

degree or another, on a metaphysics of continuity. This is 

especially true of Vincent of Lerins and of Newman. 

Troeltsch, on the other hand, betrays the painful choice 

between the safe haven of a metaphysics of continuity and 

the possible open seas of relativity. The logical dilemma in 

Troeltsch’s quasi-historicist position of relativizing all 

things in the name of history except the historical process 

itself is at the forefront of much postmodern debate. It 

has brought the question of tradition once more into the
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open in disciplines such as philosophy, theology, art, 

literary criticism and architecture. We shall now turn to a 

brief delineation of the contemporary crisis of continuity, 

before proceeding to a more detailed description of the 

origin of the problem in the leading postmodernist thinkers.

1.1.2. The Metaphysics of Continuity and the

Challenge of Postmodernism.

We have just explored three of the most influential  

responses which Christian theology has given to the problem 

of tradition and continuity. As well as showing clearly  

that the methodological questions surrounding the concept of 

tradition need to be investigated before any particular 

tradition is dealt with, this analysis demonstrated how 

closely the notion of continuity has been linked to a 

metaphysics of history, whether strongly, as in the a priori 

historicism of Vincent of Lerins or Newman, or weakly, as in 

the a posteriori quasi-historicism of Troeltsch. All such  

notions of historicism contain metaphysical assumptions;  

whether they are introduced a priori or a posteriori is of 

little consequence in this regard. The contemporary crisis 

of tradition stems from a situation in which all concepts of 

continuity and tradition which contain metaphysical 

assumptions find themselves under radical threat from

postmodern forms of thought.

In this section, in order to stress the depth of the 

contemporary problem, we shall outline the contours of the 

postmodern attitude which gives rise to this situation. We 

begin with a brief analysis of the views of Allen Megill on  

the notion of 'crisis*. From there we move to a sketch of 

the birth of the postmodern consciousness in the

hermeneutics of suspicion of Marx, Nietzsche and Freud,

followed by a presentation of the challenge posed to

theology by two of the foremost postmodern thinkers, Jacques
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Derrida and Michel Foucault. Our choice of Derrida and

Foucault is guided by the fact that they provide the most

incisive critique of the twin pillars of the theological

concept of tradition, namely, the assumption of determined 

continuity in history and the language of metaphysics that 

grounds that continuity. Moreover, their thought has had a 

marked influence on the "postmodern a/theology” which we 

shall encounter in Chapter Three.

We have used the term * crisis* to describe the 

contemporary situation of a radical critique of metaphysics 

and the difficulties which this can pose for the theological 

concept of tradition. The enormity of the problem is seen  

with the realization that some thinkers reject the term 

'crisis* on the basis that it presupposes the very thing

which it is attempting to destroy - continuity. Allen  

Megill, the historian of ideas, is a case in point. Megill 

asserts that "behind. . . [the] notion of crisis lies the

notion of history as constituting a continuous process or 

movement that is somehow now in the midst of being 

broken"^^. If the notion of a crisis of continuity is to be 

intelligible, it can be so only on the basis of the 

assumption that history has directionality. But it is 

precis^ely this directionality which the notion of crisis is 

calling into question:

the convincing power of the crisis notion 

depends on one's prior belief in the 

linear or directional character of 

history, yet the whole point of the crisis 

notion is to undermine any such belief .

Megill concurs with Richard Rorty's view that the notion of
o ̂

crisis is therefore "reactive"^” , as it is reacting against 

the assumption that there is a process of continuity over 

time. This, of course, means that the more successful  

crisis thought is, the more it undermines its own raison
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dVJtre. According to Megill, it is precisely "the belief 

that all continuity has been lost”^^ which underlies 

postmodern thought.

The radical nature of a view such as that expounded 

by Megill is that, unlike all previous movements, such as  

Troeltsch ’s rejection of an a priori historicism, it is not  

interested in criticsing the prevailing basis of continuity 

in order to place it on a different footing; rather it has 

no desire to establish any continuity whatsoever. 

Therefore, Megill can argue that the notion of a crisis of 

continuity should be abandoned because it "presupposes what 

it sets out to destroy - the idea of history as a continuous 

process, history with a capital And, from a

theological viewpoint we might add - tradition with a 

capital T. The radical postmodernist perspective of Megill 

alerts us to the seriousness of the challenge facing all 

contemporary forms of thought which wish to assert some form 

of continuity, and warns us against any easy restoration of 

historicist notions of tradition after, or if the 'crisis' 

passes.

The enormity of the challenge which this view poses

for the theological concept of tradition has yet to be

appreciated in many theological quarters. William Dean^^,  

for example, referring to American postmodernist thinkers  

such as Richard Rorty, Richard Bernstein and Frank

Lentricchia, describes them as making "a new claim for the  

ultimacy of historical categories". Dean sees these

thinkers as being representative of a "new historicism",  

which differs from the "old historicism" of Kant, Hegel and 

Troeltsch, which was generally "theological or ontological 

in character"^^. As a major aim of this thesis is to 

critique metaphysical concepts of tradition, we do not take  

issue with this latter point. What is open to criticsm,  

however, is the description of a thinker such as Rorty as  

"historicist". The term "historicist", following

Mandelbaum's definition, involves the notion of development
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or directionality, and it is precisely this notion of 

history from which Rorty would wish to dissociate himself. 

In Jean-Francois Lyotard*s terms, he rejects the possibility 

of any *metanarrative' account of history^^, favouring  

instead an * edifying' philosophy which avoids making  

statements about history or reality that could be taken as  

in any way ontological or representational^^. Rorty asserts  

that all we have are "first order natural narratives", which 

are fragmentary pieces of information and viewpoints brought  

together loosely for the purposes of conversation . It is  

clear that, unlike the so-called "old historicists" such as  

Troeltsch, Rorty is prepared to abandon the historical 

process itself, and is makin g no claims for the ultimacy of  

historical categories.

We make this point against Dean's view that Rorty ^  

al. are historicists, not in order to quibble over the 

semantics of the word 'historicism', but rather to underline 

the fundamental qualitative difference between the (weak)  

historicist position reresented by Troeltsch and the 

postmodernist perspective represented by Rorty. To describe 

Troeltsch as an "old historicist" and Rorty as a "new 

historicist" is to miss the crucial fact that Rorty 

completely rejects the possibility of any ontology of  

continuity, and is, therefore, ,also to underestimate the 

challenge which postmodernism poses for the theological  

concept of tradition. The reason why Dean views Troeltsch 

et al. and Rorty et al. as two sides of the same coin rather 

than two very different coins is that he accepts too readily 

the American pragmatists' dismissal of metaphysics. But, as  

we have seen in even a brief analysis of the Vincentian 

Canon, Newman and Troeltsch, a metaphysics of history is at 

the heart of these classical theological concepts of  

tradition and continuity, and cannot be dismissed so easily. 

A repressed metaphysics will surface with even greater  

vehemence and must therefore be thought through before it  

can be overcome.
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For this reason, any retrieval of the notion of 

tradition for theology must, in order to avoid the twin 

pitfalls of a metaphysics of continuity on the one hand and 

an appeal to a merely extrinsic continuity on the other, 

take the path of a critique of its own methodology and 

metaphysical language. As a first step on this path, we 

will outline the challenge posed to any metaphysics of 

continuity by the leading postmodernist thinkers.

a) The hermeneutics of suspicion: Marx, Nietzsche,  

Freud. Modern consciousness and Enlightenment reason were 

born with Descartes, who employed radical, systematic doubt 

as the methodological starting-point of reflection. This 

doubt was adopted as the principal weapon wielded by 

modernity against what it perceived as the authoritarianism 

and obscurantism of the Middle Ages. Cartesian doubt was 

guided by the desire for certainty, certainty of mind above 

all else, and from the methodological position it adopted, 

the external world was at best problematic, at worst 

unverifiable. A severe dualism between mind and world hangs 

over the Cartesian project, setting the scene within which 

the drama of the quest to find certainty in a world of doubt 

will be played out. The denouement of the Cartesian drama 

reaches its climax in the * Cogito * - "Cogito, ergo sum”.

The external world may, as yet, be only shape and illusion, 

but certainty may be found in the mind of the one who brings 

the question of doubt to bear on that world: the

rationality, objectivity and autonomy of the modern 

consciousness is the only firm ground in a sea of doubt.

Significantly, the methodology of radical doubt 

employed by Cartesian rationality did not extend to reason 

itself. Rather, the certainty of the Cogito resulted in an 

extension of that certainty to those concepts reached by the 

Cogito - self, God, the world, other subjects - which 

themselves became dependent upon the self-generating 

CoRito^^. Cartesian rationality built a towering edifice
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upon the keystones of the unity and autonomy of the modern 

mind, in a word, the Enlightenment, In time more and more 

storeys were added to this edifice, which reached its 

pinnacle in the magnificence of Hegel's Logic, which offered 

a panorama of consciousness, a three hundred and sixty 

degree view from an absolute standpoint. The impossible was 

seemingly achievable if built upon this keystone of 

rationality

However, the keystone of Cartesian rationality was, 

in time, to prove shaky. From the middle of the nineteenth  

century. Enlightenment rationality itself came under 

question, and with it many of the 'certainties* built upon  

it: the existence of God, the continuity of history, the

self-mastery of the subject, the foundations of conventional 

morality. With the advent of the hermeneutics of suspicion  

of Marx, Nietzsche and Freud, the self-confidence and  

authority of Enlightenment rationality was shattered, and 

the humanism of modernity gave way to the beginnings of a 

broken, skeptical and increasingly anti-humanist postmodern 

consciousness. As Paul Ricoeur points out, thinking has 

changed radically:

the philosopher trained in the school of 

Descartes knows that things are doubtful, 

that they are not what they appear to be.

But he never doubts that consciousness is 

as it appears to itself. . . • Since Marx,

Nietzsche and Freud, however, we doubt  

even this. After doubting the thing we 

have begun to doubt consciousness^^.

After the birth of radical suspicion, consciousness cannot 

be trusted with its own analysis and description, for 

consciousness expresses not only its claimed meanings and 

motivations, but also a heretofore unseen set of latent and 

distorted meanings and motivations which claims to certainty
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and self-autonomy serve only to mask. With the advent of 

suspicion, the final illusion, that of the illusionless 

consciousness, is laid to rest.

With Marx our concepts of power, history and economic 

relations are permanently altered. All cultural systems, 

forms of thought, ideas and dominant values, i.e, the 

* superstructure', perpetuate relations of domination. The

superstructure preserves the power of the dominant classes

by means of a false consciousness which presents as 

'natural* those social and economic relations which are 

themselves products of this false consciousness. In the  

Marxian critique all rationality, easy bourgeois humanism  

and idealist philosophy, including that of the Hegelian 

system, are subject to a radical suspicion of their role in 

the dominant superstructure. For Marx, these elements of 

false consciousness must be unmasked in favour of the 

emerging power of the proletariat and the inexorable

development of a utopian, classless society. Thus, for 

Marx, the prevailing ideas of the age must be demystified 

and denaturalised and shown to be only the ideas of the 

ruling classes, serving as the ideology which maintains

their dominance^^,

 ̂After Marx, systems of ideas, notwithstanding their 

claims to internal coherence and rationality, cannot be 

trusted to give their own self-interpretations. In a  

Marxian critique, rationality and the status of the subject  

are immediately suspect; the power of reason, far from being 

the ground of all judgement about reality, is displayed as 

the fabricator of illusions about reality. Rational  

consciousness, once the liberator from doubt, is shown to be 

the false consciousness of alienation and oppression. 

Whatever the obvious limitations of Marxist societies, it 

may well be that Marx’s most lasting contribution to the 

history of thought will be this legacy of suspicion which 

allows no innocent approach to any socio-economic structure 

or system of ideas which claims to ground that system on an

-  42 -



enlightened rationality.

The most devastating attack on the whole of western 

metaphysical thought since Plato has come from Nietzsche, 

Employing a language quite unlike any ever used in 

conventional philosophy, Nietzsche launched a vitriolic 

attack on Greek and Enlightenment thought. In the process 

he demolished many of Western reason*s most cherished and  

secure premises. This "new Nietzsche"^^ is the progenitor  

of postmodernism and the epitome of suspicion.

Rejecting all illusions of metaphysical certainty in 

reason, religion, morality and all 'higher’ forms of 

thought, Nietzsche unmasked the competing instincts and 

impulses, the "will to power", motivating our discourses of  

'rationality*. With an a-rational reasoning he exposed much  

of the false logic operating at the heart of reason: "what
A O

none can refute ye say must be true/Oh, ye innocents"^ .  

Proclaiming that "the lie of the ideal has been the curse of  

reality"^^, he undertook a devastating critique of all forms  

of idealism which mask our attempts to keep at bay the chaos 

which everywhere threatens to overwhelm us. More than any 

other, Nietzsche prompted the postmodernist suspicion that 

much of 'reality' is linguistic construct, caricaturing the 

notion^of the self-possessed Cartesian ego as a "grammatical  

fiction"^^.

By submitting all our cherished ideas of morality to 

a radically suspicious analysis of their "genealogy", he  

exposed many of the perversions of morality inherent in the 

conventionalisms of our culture^^. Indeed, for Nietzsche, 

the ethical ideal is the clearest example of the herd-  

instinct which underlies all conventions and all tradition:

In things in which no tradition commands 

there is no morality; and the less life is 

determined by tradition, the smaller the 

circle of morality. The free human being 

is immoral because in all things he is
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determined to depend upon himself and not
c o

upon a tradition.

As tradition is a tyranny which denies freedom, all 

continuity is broken, and the nineteenth century flow of 

development which promised a climax to history is replaced 

with the bewildering and ultimately unintelligible notion of
c o

"eternal return"^-^ which offers no resolution of a dialectic 

or no safe homecoming. The notion of "eternal return" 

offers only a circle without end and a journey without 

destination; a vision in which tradition becomes an 

impossibility^^.

After Nietzsche we may laugh at the pretensions of 

Cartesian reason, and at its children - history, self, 

order, God, especially God who, far from being the second 

certainty established by the indubitable Cogito, becomes 

instead a risible object, " a solution which shows a lack of 

delicacy towards us thinkers"^^. For Nietzsche, thinking is 

no longer equated with Enlightenment rationality, rather it 

is thinking which lays reason to rest, and when reason 

enters the tomb, God enters with it^^. The "death of God" 

and the unmasking of the "grammatical fiction" that is 

Cartesian selfhood are intricately interwoven^^. Nietzsche, 

the anti-idealist and anti-metaphysical master of suspicion 

performed upon the Western cultural and intellectual 

heritage, a radical hermeneutics of suspicion whose impact 

is only now beginning to be felt. He is, as he proclaimed, 

the posthumous thinker par excellence^^.

When Nietzsche asserted that "we are a plurality that 

has imagined itself a unity"^^ he anticipated succinctly the 

predominant concern of the third great thinker of suspicion, 

Sigmund Freud: namely, the brokenness of the individual

consciousness. With Freud, the manifested consciousness 

cannot be trusted, for lurking beneath it is a multitude of 

repressed, distorted, unconscious meanings struggling to 

surface. If Nietzsche showed the grammatical origin of the
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fallacy that an *1* is the subject of * think*, Freud showed 

that the same *1' is a construct of a repressed false

consciousness, caught between the instinctual driving 

demands of the and the conventional moral and legal

demands of the superego. After Freud, only the most extreme 

forms of idealism, bordering on a positivism of mind, can 

continue to defend the *1* of the Cartesian tradition.

Paul Ricoeur has argued convincingly that a better  

understanding of Freud is gained by seeing psychoanalysis as 

an unmasking, demystifying hermeneutics of suspicion rather 

than the more traditional way of seeing it as a system of 

analysis without an accompanying hermeneutics . In

Ricoeur's view, what Freudian analysis seeks to achieve is 

that the analysand can enlarge his field of consciousness 

and, by appropriating a meaning which was previously 

foreign, thereby becomes a happier and freer individual . 

This transformation from a situation of alienating false

consciousness to one in which individuals become, in Freud*s 

phrase, "masters in their own houses", can only occur 

through a demystifying hermeneutics of suspicion directed 

towards one*s state of consciousness.

The underlying principle of this process of analysis 

and transformation is the the ’reality principle', that is, 

dedication to reality at all. costs. No change or  

improvement in individuals or society can occur while the 

prevailing ideas and self-understanding of personal or 

social consciousness are regarded as immutable, and in order 

for such a transformation to occur an analysis of the 

history of the distorted consciousness must be undertaken. 

As Ricoeur has shown, there can be no teleology (if, indeed, 

there can be any teleology) without an accompanying 

archaeology ; that is to say that no tradition can lay 

claim to development and continuity without a depth 

hermeneutics of suspicion which calls into question the 

pretensions to continuity to which all traditions at one 

time or another succumb.

-  45 -



JQrgen Habermas has argued that the method of 

Freudian analysis, by undermining the general Western notion 

of conversation as occurring between two rational and 

conscious partners, has called into question the assumption 

that such dialogue can produce 'truth*. Against the 

ontology of dialogue stemming from the tradition as 

advocated by Hans Georg Gadamer, Habermas has posited a  

"systematically distorted communication” which views the  

sphere of communication as the sphere of domination and 

repressive authority, creating a discourse marked by 

ideological interest, violence and subconscious illusion^^.

This claim that all discourse is marked by systematic 

distortion is characteristic of the post-Freudian doubts 

expressed by the postmodern consciousness about our capacity  

to communicate effectively, and it demonstrates that the 

question of the ontology of dialogue is a central problem in 

the continuity of tradition. To anticipate briefly our

discussion of this question in Chapter Four, where we will 

suggest a model of discourse for a postmodern theology, we 

can ask to what extent, after Freud, discourse with the

tradition and with other interpreters of the tradition is 

possible if we suspect, to use David Tracy's analogy, that 

our partner in dialogue is psychotic • Perhaps such easy 

dialogue with a tradition is no longer possible. It may be 

as great an illusion as dialogue with the 'self. Perhaps 

we are forced to acknowledge with Philip Rieff that Freud 

has cut us off from our past as well as from ourselves and 

thus represents ”a sharp and probably irreparable break in 

the continuity of Western culture"^^.

Thus, Marx, Nietzsche and Freud, by radically

questioning our social and economic ideologies, our language 

and its claims to truth, and our self-perception, have

alerted us to the profound ambiguity of all tradition and 

cast suspicion on the very possibility of ’tradition', 

whether it be that of an individual, a culture, a society or 

a religion. As the progenitors of the postmodern, Marx,
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Nietzsche and Freud opened the crack that was to become the 

chasm of a broken twentieth century consciousness, felt in 

the horror of two world-wars, the anti-humanist paintings of 

Picasso, the surrealism of the Dadaists, the discordant 

music of Schoenberg and the later thought of Heidegger and 

Wittgenstein. We shall now turn our attention to the work 

of two contemporary French thinkers who have explored the  

heritage of the first, great thinkers of suspicion, and 

whose names have become synonymous with the postmodern.  

Jacques Derrida and Michel Foucault are the sharpest point 

of the sword of postmodern thought, and they present us with 

a challenge which goes to the heart of the contemporary 

problem of tradition: the metaphysics of language and of

continuity.

b) Deconstructing metaphysics: Jacques Derrida. Few 

contemporary thinkers have posed as many interesting  

questions for theology as Jacques Derrida, for Derrida's  

project of 'deconstruction* is aimed at a dismantling of the  

very foundation of most post-biblical Christian theology:  

Western metaphysical language. Derrida's project of  

'deconstruction' is best described as a mode of textual  

analysis which seeks to expose the text's pretensions to  

unity and coherence by seeking points of contradiction in 

the text itself. It is Derrida's conviction that the  

Western metaphysical tradition can be deconstructed in this 

way. As with Heidegger's aim to think the ontological  

difference before the advent of metaphysics, Derrida is  

attempting to go behind the extant tradition to the point  

where the tradition subverts itself. Derrida sees Western  

thought as characterised by its 'logocentrism ', a term which  

he uses to describe the priority of a metaphysics of 

presence in Western thinking from Plato to the present 

day . A typical example of this metaphysics of presence is  

the Platonic affirmation of truth as founded in the 

immediacy of dialogue with the self, which finds its
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descendants in such assumptions as the certainty provided 

by the thinking self (Cogito)• Another important example of 

this metaphysics is the division of time into a series of 

’presents*, including a present present (the 'now*), a 

former present (the 'past*) and an anticipated present (the 

* future')•

Derrida attempts a radical break with this 

'logocentrism* by deconstructing the central metaphysical 

concepts to the point where the pivotal notion of self- 

contained presence is shown to be unaffirmable. Words and 

symbols, rather than being simple 'pointers' to some 

external 'reality', exist in relation to each other and are 

definable only in terms of these relations, as Saussure has 

shown^ .̂ This evokes an endlessly shifting process of 

signification which Derrida calls "dissemination"^®, and 

which does not lead either back to some originating arche or 

forward to some end-point beyond signification. The move

ment of "dissemination" does not attempt to displace 

logocentric language with some other system or centre of 

meaning, but demonstrates the lack of any centre. The lack 

of centre must be thought of as other than loss of the 

centre: there must be no nostalgia for the 'lost' immediacy

of language^^.

The infinite signification of language is, therefore, 

open-ended; when we think and interpret, we cannot think and 

interpret things, but only other interpretations^^. We 

think only in signs. Despite the controversy surrounding 

his (in)famous statement, "il n'y a pas de hors-texte" , 

Derrida has been at pains to insist that he is not saying 

that there is nothing beyond the text. He deplores the view 

that sees his work as "a declaration that there is nothing 

beyond language, that we are imprisoned in language. . . and 

other stupidities of that sort"̂ .̂ What Derrida's texts 

explore is the complexity of the question of reference, that 

the path from language to 'reality' is not as smooth as we 

may have supposed it to be.
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Derrida argues that 'reality', in our metaphysical

language, is constituted by a series of 'present' states;

but this 'presence' cannot be taken at face value, as
7Derrida demonstrates by a series of examples^ . One of the 

clearest of these concerns Zeno's famous paradox of the 

flight of an arrow. An arrow as we perceive it is always in 

motion from the time it leaves the bow until it arrives at 

its target. Yet, if we divide the flight of the arrow into 

an infinite series of present states, we can claim that when 

the arrow is in a particular spot it is in that spot only 

and is not in motion; that is, at any 'present' moment we 

cannot affirm the reality of motion. The arrow which we 

know to be in motion is at any 'present* moment motionless. 

In order to re-affirm the reality of motion we must take 

into account the past 'present' and the future 'present' of 

the arrow's movement. The 'present' moment of motion, 

inconceivable in itself, is possible when that present is 

understood as inhabited with 'traces' of the non-present, 

the 'past' and the 'future', which are themselves 

constituted by the same terms of reference. Therefore, 

Derrida argues, anything which is 'present' depends for its 

identity on relations and differences which are not, and 

cannot be, themselves fully present^^.

The general principle that anything considered to be 

present can only be viewed as such in terms of differential 

linguistic relations is not reducible to a binary opposition 

of either/or, presence/absence, etc., because it is always 

the non-presence of the 'trace' which induces its effect. 

As Derrida puts it:

it is a trace of something that can never 

present itself; it is itself a trace that 

can never be presented, that is, can never 

appear and manifest itself as such in its 

phenomenon^^.
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Thus, the binary oppositions of classical metaphysical 

language are subverted in favour of a dynamic of difference 

in which presence as a self-contained entity is an 

impossibility.

Derrida has coined the neologism "difference” for 

this play of differences which involves the traces in an

irresolvable dialectic, "Difference" refers to both a 

differing (each sign differs from the other) and a deferring 

(each sign points to another sign and not to any ultimate 

transcendental signified). Difference "is literally neither 

a word nor a concept"^ ;̂ it is the play of differences, the 

play of the traces of differences and the spacing by which 

signs refer to one another. As the play of difference makes 

logocentric thought impossible, Derrida calls for a non- 

logocentric approach to thought and language, which by 

meticulous attention to the details of language would 

undermine the pretensions of the metaphysics of presence.

Derrida uses the term "grammatology" to describe this

vigilant and detailed practice of textual division and

analysis. In "grammatology" all texts are read with a view

to their deconstruction, that is, the analysis of the text 

in search of those places where the text undoes its own 

claims to argue for a certain position or from a particular 

perspective. This includes the deconstruction of all 

’texts’ such as ’self*, ’language', ’history’, etc., and not 

only those texts that are written, although they do present 

themselves more readily. Therefore, nothing can be 

considered free of the play of "difference"; even ’reality’ 

is nothing more than the difference operating between the 

linguistic signs that we use^^.

For Derrida, the logocentrism of Western thought is 

epitomised by the priority given to speech over writing, 

ostensibly because the ’immediacy’ of speech (speaker to 

self and speaker to listener) is superior to the ’distance’ 

and subsequent ambiguity involved in writing. In

Dissemination, one of his more difficult works, Derrida
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deconstructs this prejudice by a masterly analysis of 

Plato's views on speech and writing^^. Plato uses the term 

pharmakon pejoratively in relation to the corruption of 

meaning necessitated by writing. But Derrida points out 

that pharmakon, as well as meaning 'poison' , can also mean 

'cure', and in Plato's case it nust also be given that 

meaning because speech can only be preserved by recourse to 

writing. In a subversion of Plato's binary opposition of 

speech and writing, Derrida shows that the 'presence' of 

speech is preserved by the absence of speech in writing.

This deconstruction of Plato's text shows that what  

Plato considered to be the 'inferior' element (writing)  

turns out to be the essential element in the preservation of 

the heretofore 'superior' element (speech). So speech and  

writing are involved in a play of diff^r^nce in which 

neither can ever be said to be completely present or 

completely absent. This leads Derrida to speak of an 

”archi-^criture” or 'proto-writing' which views speech as 

already a form of writing and which is a prior condition of 

all speech and writing in their conventional sense. 

Language as archi-ecriture does not lead to a new or 

definitive linguistic theory, but remains elusive and 

irreducible to presence; it is the infinite play of  

difference, the subversion of certainty and the continued 

deferral of meaning.

Derrida's deconstruction of the prioritizing of 

speech over writing which he finds in Plato, and also to a
O Q

certain extent in Saussure®^, can be extended to other

logocentric concepts, many of which are closely bound to
0-1

theological assertions^. For example, the primacy which  

metaphysics affords to the timeless present, cut off from 

the differentiated horizons of past and future, finds 

theological parallels in the idea of God as eternal and 

timeless present, and in the dualistic primacy of the 

immortal soul over the temporal body. The ontological 

primacy of Being, represented in Plato by the soul in
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dialogue with the self and in Aristotle as the thought which 

thinks itself, is reborn in Christian theology through 

Augustine*s self-loving God, Aquinas' self-subsisting God 

and the late-scholastic and Cartesian self-causing God, The 

critique of other metaphysical assertions such as the 

correspondence notion of truth, the sexual primacy of male 

over female by the 'presence' of the phallus, and the 

concept in literature of the original, authoritative author, 

has intriguing questions to raise for theology.

Derrida's critique of the metaphysics of presence 

forces us to ask whether many of the central concepts of 

Christian theology are so closely tied to this metaphysics 

that they can no longer be understood in the same way after
on

they have been subjected to such a strenuous testing®* .̂ How, 

to take the most obvious example, can we continue to speak 

of the 'being' or 'presence' of 'God' if that linguistic 

sign is not a transcendental referent (and therefore cannot 

be spoken of as 'objective') but is rather a linguistic play 

of presence and absence, a sign pointing to another sign 

(perhaps, even, as Feuerbach would have it, back to 

ourselves)? Or, further, if language does not allow us to 

speak of undifferentiated, self-contained presence, how can 

we use such terms as 'God's will', 'God's grace' or 'God's 

Word' without remaining trapped within a linguistic frame

work which has largely been undermined? Is a great deal of 

theological language (not forgetting the language of 

philosophy, art, literature and common-sense) dominated by 

notions of presence, eternity, truth, authoritative rep

resentation of God's will (in scripture or church), etc,, 

finally exposed to be like the king's new clothes: visible 

only to those who do not open their eyes and raise their 

heads to see the way things really are?

It is beyond the scope of the present work to give a 

comprehensive answer to these perplexing questions, if, 

indeed, answers in the conventional sense are possible. 

These questions refer mainly to the content of the
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tradition, but the Derridean critique has important 

implications for the concept of tradition, granting that it 

is impossible to separate content from the concept of 

continuity, as metaphysical language expressing the 

tradition*s content (e.g., homoousios) is a languge of 

permanence and ipso facto of continuity. What engages our 

attention at the present, however, with regard to the 

concept of tradition as continuity, is Derrida’s reflection 

on writing as the mode of speech’s preservation.

We have already seen Derrida's treatment of this 

theme in Plato, and we now turn our attention to it in more  

detail in relation to Derrida's analysis of Rousseau, whom  

he considers to be "the inheritor of Platonism"^^. Writing,  

for Rousseau, is a "dangerous supplement" which has  

disrupted the immediacy of face-to-face communication and 

usurped the natural priority of speech. But Derrida 

suspects this prejudice on the part of Rousseau, because  

Rousseau, as Plato, requires writing for the

preservation of his ideas. What, then, prompts Rousseau to  

saw off the very branch on which he is seated?

Through a thorough and extended analysis of 

Rousseau's texts on writing, Derrida begins to piece  

together an answer. Rousseau's rejection of writing is  

based upon the fear that "to commit one's memories to print 

is to risk losing that vital sense of continuity which links 

past events to present (living) recollection"^^. To place 

experiences in writing is to free them from the control 

which the mind can exert over spoken words, and to open them 

to the possibility that others may find meanings in them 

which break the thread of continuity which the writing is 

designed to maintain. Rousseau is caught between a desire  

to express his thoughts in a permanent form for others to 

read and a deep mistrust of writing as that very form by 

which his thoughts and experiences can be most 

misrepresented and misunderstood. It is a predicament from 

which Rousseau can find no honourable exit.
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While Derrida*s main aim is to deconstruct Rousseau’s 

text by showing how the text undermines its own logic in 

favour of the 'dangerous supplement* that is writing, the 

wider connotations of Derrida's reflections on how speech 

requires writing for its preservation raise some interesting 

questions in relation to the concept of tradition. If 

Derrida is correct and the Western prejudice has been in  

favour of the 'presence' of speech, which is just one  

example of a larger metaphysics, then this would call for a 

radical examination of the way in which Christian theology  

has approached its own scriptures. Has theology viewed the 

scriptures as really God's spoken word which is directly 

communicated and comprehensible, rather than as dangerous 

writings open to wider interpretation? In concern for the 

maintenance of the word over time, so that the word of God 

can be heard by each generation, has the ambivalence of our 

attitude towards the written, so skilfully exposed by 

Derrida in Plato and Rousseau, been glossed over? What does 

the doctrine of verbal inspiration and the depiction of the 

scriptures as God's word have to say about the way the 

scriptures function in theology? Has 'tradition', in the 

narrow theological sense of meaning that which is not 

scripture, sometimes become a locus of spoken certainty, 

thus further avoiding the uncertain ground of the 

interpretation of elusive writing?

These are but some of the daunting questions towards  

which Derrida's reflections point us. They are part of a  

rich tapestry of questions thrown up by postmodern thought. 

Many are, perhaps, unanswerable, and to others it may be 

that only partial or temporary answers are possible. This  

wider task is beyond the scope of this thesis. However, we 

shall encounter a theological development of Derrida's 

thought in the form of the "postmodern a/theology” of Mark 

C. Taylor in Chapter Three, and in Chapter Four we shall  

outline a postmodern theology of tradition which will 

suggest one methodology under which a theological response
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to these questions might proceed. Derrida will also provide 

us with some important insights into the question of 

identity in the second section of this chapter. Before 

that, however, we turn our attention to another major 

influence on postmodern thought, Michel Foucault, in whose 

work the emphasis is less on the subversion of metaphysical 

language and more on the question of historical continuity.

c) The end of ^history*: Michel Foucault. Michel  

Foucault has postulated an understanding of history which 

seems to be the complete Inverse of what Christian theology 

understands by history and tradition. Foucault's approach 

to history follows Nietzsche closely: things have no meaning  

in themselves, but only that meaning which is given to them 

by the historical human creature. For Foucault there is no 

human nature as such, no 'origin* of history or no 'end'  

towards which history is progressing.

In his seminal essay ’’Nietzsche, Genealogy,
o c

History” Foucault outlines a Nietzschean ’’genealogy”

which "rejects the metahistorical deployment of ideal 

significations and indefinite teleologies" and which 

"opposes itself to the search for origins" . With 

Nietzsche, Foucault denies the possibility of an origin  

(Ursprung) of history, and insists that "truth or being do 

not lie at the root of what we know and what we are, but the
O -J

exteriority of accidents" . There is no original identity 

from which historical occurrences and developments can be 

traced; instead there is only "dissension [and]. 

disparity" ^ ^.

Foucault uses Nietzsche's term Herkunft (descent) to  

refer to affiliation to a certain determinate group: a race, 

a tradition, a social class, etc. Genealogy is the analysis 

of Herkunft in order to show the multiplicity and disparity 

of the events through which something was formed. It is not 

the search for origins or the identification of points of 

historical continuity, but is rather the exposition of ”the
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hazardous play of dominations'*®^ through which human history 

Is created. Thus, for Foucault, "It Is wrong to search for 

descent In an uninterrupted contlnulty"^^, For him, on the 

contrary,

the traditional devices for constructing a 

comprehensive view of history and for 

retracing the past as a patient and 

continuous development must be 

systematically dlsmantled^^ •

The concept of history unveiled by genealogical analysis 

"opposes history given as continuity or representation of a 

tradltlon"^^ • It cannot be unified or synthesised, for It  

Is diffused, fragmented, broken.

In his earlier works. The Archaeology of Knowledge  

and The Order of Thlngs^^, Foucault emphasized the 

discontinuity of history In terms of epistemes. He defines 

an eplsteme as follows:

[the] historical a priori [which] In a  

given period, delimits In the totality of 

experience a field of knowledge, defines  

the mode of being of . the objects that 

appear In that field, provides man's 

everyday perception with theoretical 

powers, and defines the conditions In 

which he can sustain a discourse about 

things that Is recognized to be true^^.

According to this definition, an eplsteme Is more akin to an  

ethos than to an epoch, but this does not deter Foucault 

from delineating at least four epistemes In European history 

of the last three hundred years^^. There Is no logical 

continuity between epistemes, changes between them are 

arbitrary, and are marked by an end-of-eplsteme situation In
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which things are no longer "perceived, described, expressed, 

characterised, classified and known in the same way’’̂ ^ as 

previously. In the earlier Foucault at least, as one 

commentator has observed, "absolute discontinuity is the 

supreme interepistemic law"^^. In Foucault’s later work, 

however, there seems to be a softening of this position; The 

History of Sexuality seems to have broken with the  

discontinuity theory and allows for some possibility of
Q Q

continuity and even evolution^ .

While this might seem to be a dramatic volte face, it 

can be argued, as Paul Rabinow does, that while Foucault 

stresses the abrupt changes in the discourses of the human 

sciences, his main area of study, he has never in fact 

glorifed discontinuity to the extent of denying continuity 

completely. According to Rabinow, Foucault recognizes both 

continuity and discontinuity in history and therefore 

operates his reading of history as a "grid of 

interpretation"^^ through which he can analyze the relations 

of power and knowledge. This possibility becomes more clear 

when situated within Foucault's anti-metaphysical and anti

idealist standpoint. Foucault's aim is to reject any claims  

to a necessary continuity in history, created by a 

metaphysics of reason or a false transcendentalism. The 

metaphysical principle of a unitary thread of reason running 

through history and reflecting the transcendental Subject is  

an imposition upon the facts of history and not a deduction 

from them. Foucault rejects such a principle in favour of 

an "effective history"^^^ which "introduces discontinuity 

into our very being"^^^. From this perspective, despite 

Foucault's use of the term "discontinuity" it is, perhaps,  

more accurate to describe him as a thinker of non

continuity.

It is evident, even from this brief outline, that 

Foucault's way of reading history is the antithesis of the  

way in which Christian theology has understood its own 

history, namely, as tradition: the continuous and unbroken
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handing-on of the gospel by means of the scriptures and the

life and teaching of the church. Thus, the common Christian

understanding of tradition has as its origin the events and

interpretations surrounding the life, death and resurrection

of Jesus Christ, and it is precisely the claim to continuity

with the originating events that Foucault asserts is

disproved by genealogical analysis. Genealogy, he says,

"transposes the relationship ordinarily established between
1 09the eruption of an event and necessary continuity' and 

thus repudiates any theological or rationalistic attempts to 

dissolve singular events into an ideal continuity,

understood as either a natural process or a teleological 

movement.

A genealogical reading of history is, for Foucault,

"the inverse of the Christian world" which he perceives as

"spun entirely by a divine s p i d e r " W h a t  Foucault

rejects, here, is not continuity or even tradition per se,  

but any tendency towards a 'natural' or teleological

development which would place the burden of a mechanistic 

determinism upon the "countless lost events"^^^ of history 

which admit of no final landmark or reference-point. In 

other words, Foucault is warning us that tradition is not 

something which we can presume as an ontological datum, but 

is rather something which we create out of the disjointed  

phenomena of history, while frequently neglecting to notice 

the radical breaks which distance us, unconsciously, from 

our past.

If this seems a much watered-down version of the

opinions of the early Foucault, it must be said that at

times his readings of history appear, despite his claims to

dissipate completely what we conventionally mean by 

'history', as nothing more than a hermeneutics of suspicion 

in the line of Nietzsche, directed at well-defined areas of  

life such as the asylum, penology or sexuality. More 

precisely, Foucault's greatest contribution to postmodern 

discourse is not his analysis of events as such, although
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this can be of importance for the particular sphere in

question, but rather his suspicion of the way in which we 

order these events into patterns, continuities and 

traditions which are then given ontological status as 

’natural* or 'necessary*. It is our consideration that 

Foucault's texts are best read as a black comedy which 

parodies all serious pretensions to keep turmoil at bay by 

resolving the brokennes of history through appeal to a 

metaphysics of continuity.

The crucial issue to be adressed, therefore, is not 

the accuracy of Foucault's historical research^ ^ ^, but  

rather what his enterprise tells us about the concept of

tradition: by careful analysis of the past we come to a

realization of the discontinuities in history and are thus 

warned against the creation of metaphysical continuities and 

alerted to our own alienation from previous eras, cultures 

and systems of thought.

Clearly, Foucault's understanding of history poses a 

serious challenge to any society, community or culture which 

would gain its self-identity from a claim to continuity with 

some person or events from a previous era. If his main 

thesis is correct, and history is indeed a set of broken and 

fragmented events with no absolute coherence, which can

only be unified by the imposition of a transcendental

framework which is merely the reflection of idealist 

metaphysics, then many central assertions of Christian 

theology are challenged. Foremost among these is the

concept of tradition, but the critique of continuity has a 

domino effect which would demand rethinking of the 

normativity of scripture and canon, the meaning of dogma and 

the mode of divine relation to the world, among other 

issues.

However, given the parodic nature of Foucault's 

genealogical analysis and the problematic accuracy of his 

conclusions within limited areas of research, his thesis 

must remain primarily conjecture. The discontinuities which
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Foucault demonstrates in one sphere of investigation, e.g. 

penology, may not necessarily be true in the case of another 

sphere, e.g. law, politics, religion. Generalisations must 

therefore be avoided. The import of Foucault*s work, 

rather, is that he alerts us to the danger of assuming that 

the past was a homogeneous, univocal reality with which we 

can claim direct continuity. This should impel us to an 

analysis of the particular past in question, in our case 

that of the history of Christianity's interpretations of its 

own originating events, in order to ascertain from the 

phenomena what continuities or discontinuities do or do not 

exist.

In many respects Foucault is the postmodern thinker  

who took to its limits a problem with which we saw Troeltsch 

struggling, namely, the realization that tradition is not an  

a priori. Troeltsch resorted to an a posteriori metaphysics 

of continuity, but Foucault rejects this option and in so 

doing poses the question of continuity at its most acute. 

After Foucault we can never simply claim continuity, but if 

continuity and tradition are to exist at all they must be 

demonstrated. Methodologically, this entails investigation 

and critique of the tradition, not merely citation and/or 

appeal to authority, least of all to authorities or texts 

which are themselves under review. A theology which would 

take Foucault's challenge seriously would admit from the 

outset that the continuity of tradition can no longer be a 

premise from which we deduce other truths, or even an 

attainable goal which we have not yet reached. At best 

tradition is a dialectic of broken continuities and 

interrupting discontinuities with which we engage in 

constant discourse^^^.

So far, then, we have seen that the classical  

theological concept of tradition is guided by a metaphysics 

of continuity, and that this continuity has been disrupted 

by thinkers such as Derrida and Foucault, who have 

undermined the continuity inherent in metaphysical language
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and in the concept of ’history* respectively. This has

alerted us to the challenge which postmodernism poses to 

all notions of continuity, and has issued a challenge for us 

to investigate further what theological concept of

continuity might operate legitimately in the postmodern 

situation. In the second section of this chapter we shall 

deepen this problematic by means of an investigation of what 

it means to speak of tradition as identity over time. This 

inquiry will begin with a presentation of Edward Farley's 

critique of the "principle of identity" in theology and

progress to a further exploration of the question of

identity with Heidegger and Derrida. Farley's critique will

be tested in Chapter Two and the additional insights of 

Heidegger and Derrida will provide us with important 

dimensions of the critique of Mark C. Taylor's "a/theology"  

in Chapter Three and the postmodern theology of tradition to 

be outlined in Chapter Four.

1.2. Tradition And The Problem Of Diachronic Identity.

Having outlined the difficulties posed by postmodern 

thought for the concept of tradition, we now proceed to a 

deeper analysis of the problem of what it means to maintain 

identity in time. We begin with a presentation of Edward 

Farley's theory that the concept of tradition in mainstream 

Christian theology is founded upon a "principle of identity"  

between the divine will and a human institution or 

expression. From Farley's critique of the "house of  

authority" to which the principle of identity gives rise, we  

move to an analysis of Martin Heidegger's reflections on the 

metaphysical question of identity. This provides a

significant contribution towards expressing Farley's  

theological critique of the principle of identity in the 

context of the postmodern crisis of metaphysics. Finally,
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we draw together the central points made by Farley and 

Heidegger within Jacques Derrida’s critique of logocentrism, 

discovering that the notion of tradition as representation 

of the divine will under the rubric of the principle of 

identity is itself a logocentrism which is no longer tenable 

in the contemporary situation. This analysis provides the 

basis for the more detailed critique of classical 

theological concepts of continuity to be undertaken in 

Chapter Two as well as for the investigation of the 

possibility of a postmodern theology of tradition in Part  

Two of the thesis.

1.2.1. Edward Farley’s Critique of the Theological

Principle of Identity.

In his 1982 work, Ecclesial Reflection; An Anatomy of  

Theological Method^^^, Edward Farley develops a phenom

enology of tradition which outlines a theology of Christian 

continuity, termed by Farley "ecclesial process”, outside 

the orthodox walls of the "house of authority". The first 

part of Farley’s intriguing study is a critique of theology 

which operates within the context of a guiding authority, 

and an important dimension of that critique is the 

investigation of what tradition as identity through time has 

meant for Christian theology. For the Israelite religion, 

from which Christianity eventually emerged, identity through 

time, says Farley, was carried by such entities as monarchy, 

priesthood and temple. In the beginning of Christianity, 

however, the immanent end of the world was expected, and 

therefore the first tradition was that tradition was 

unnecessary. But, in time, as the expected parousia failed 

to materialize, the question of tradition and continuity 

became increasingly more important. Farley's aim, in the 

first part of Ecclesial Reflection, is to undertake a  

theological analysis of the progression from the need for a
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theology of tradition to the house of authority which 

eventually emerged.

The house of authority has two founding axioms, 

salvation history and the principle of identity^^®. 

Salvation history views the history of the community as a 

sequential narrative which is determined and guided by God. 

Thus, it is ruled by a monarchical metaphor, in which God is 

king over his own world, and in which he intervenes to 

influence the course of worldly events. There are three 

"middle axioms” which link this salvation history schema to 

the classical criteriology of the house of authority. The 

first of these is the periodisation of history, in which 

God ’s plan for the world is seen as unfolding in well- 

defined stages, such as creation, exodus, incarnation, etc. 

Such periodisation is considered to have a universal sig

nificance, insofar as it is not a merely secular phenomenon, 

but is a sacred reality, dictated by the will of God.

This first middle axiom already contains a strong 

indication of the second: the fixing of the time of

revelation. Although there is nothing in the nature of 

revelation as such which restricts it to a certain time, the 

house of authority has limited revelation to the scriptures 

and the apostolic period. The eternally valid revelation 

has occurred, and nothing new will now be revealed. We now 

live in the time of the church, which is the time of the 

application of revelation.

The third middle axiom is that of an individualised 

eschatological dualism. Initially, Christianity understood 

the parousia as a corporate destiny, as it was perceived in 

Jewish apocalyptic literature. However, as the eschaton did 

not come, the concept of parousia came to refer to the 

destiny of the individual member of the community after 

death. This meant that the belief and the behaviour of the 

individual in the church determined that individual’s final 

destiny.

This brings Farley to the second founding axiom of
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the house of authority; the principle of identity. As a 

preliminary definition of the principle of identity he says 

that it

affirms an identity between what God wills 

to communicate and what is brought to 

language in the interpretive act of a 

human individual or community^^^•

The principle of identity involves interpreting the 

creaturely entity as the ersatz presence of the divine; the 

divine intention and the human interpretation are one and 

the same, and this unity is brought about by acts of divine 

causal efficacy (e.g., inspiration). In this manner the  

principle of identity creates a parallel structure of

infallibility in what is divinely revealed and of cognitive 

certainty in the believing subject.

As with the salvation history schema, the principle 

of identity has three middle axioms. Firstly, there is 

secondary representation, namely, the extension of 

divine/human identity in a living authoritative figure 

(e.g., a prophet, an apostle) to its persistence in a

tradition. Thus, to take the most obvious example, the

divine human identity in Jesus (not necessarily understood 

at this point as incarnation) is extended to the oral

tradition about Jesus, to the written deposit of the oral 

tradition, and even to the interpretation of that deposit. 

Finally, the identity is transferred to an institution which 

guards the definitive interpretation of the original 

revelation, and thereby maintains the generation-bridging  

tradition. The function of the secondary representative "is 

to provide social perpetuity"^^^, to forge an identity 

between the originating revelatory event and the subsequent 

tradition about that event, so that to obey the secondary 

representative is to obey the divine will^^^.

The second middle axiom of the principle of identity
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is the axiom of leveling. As the secondary representative 

fulfils a diachronic function, it must retain its original 

validity and significance over time. Thus, the focus of 

attention shifts from the content of the original identity 

to the vehicle of that identity (e.g., the written text of 

scripture). But, as the vehicle preserves the content of 

the tradition, it, too, must be willed by God. So, the dis

tinction between the validity of the content or message and 

the validity of the bearer of the message is nullified. 

This unifying of the message with its vehicle results in a 

further extension of identity, this time within the vehicle 

itself. Because the content of revelation requires the  

vehicles of tradition, these vehicles must be valid and 

trustworthy in all their parts. This leads to a situation 

in which ”the divine instruction or truth is equally  

distributed throughout the vehicle, thus all parts of the

vehicle (the Scripture, the Creed, the encyclical) are given
119the same status' . The logic of the principle of identity 

demands that all relativity and error are excluded from the 

vehicle of the divine will.

This leads Farley to the third middle axiom, that of 

immutability. At first glance, immutability would seem 

unnecessary for the principle of identity: after all, God's 

will might change with changing situations without violating 

the principle that on each occasion the divine revelation is 

known and represented in human terms with equal authority.  

But, viewed in terms of the requirements of the other middle  

axioms, immutability becomes an inescapable dimension of the 

principle of identity. The diachronic extension of 

divine/human identity through the tradition entails a claim  

of universality: what was given as true in the originating

revelation must be valid for all generations. Thus, the 

tradition, despite the changes in historical situations, has 

the character of a continual application of its unchanging 

truth to new times and places. Even allowing for the 

changes made by hermeneutical endeavours, an unchanging core
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of Identity persists through time. In Hebrew and Christian 

theology, notions such as Torah, apostolic doctrine and 

dogma function in this way. The axiom of immutability, 

therefore, endows the divine communication with the 

certainty of diachronic preservation. In Farley*s words,

the bearers which give social persistence 

to the divinely communicated content are, 

in their detailed parts« valid and true 

for all time^^^.

The three middle axioms of the principle of identity 

are not always as clearly discernible in actual theologies 

as they are in this outline. However, they do come together 

in the notion of inerrancy, in both Protestant and Roman  

Catholic theologies, and an analysis of a theology in which 

the notion of inerrancy was dominant should yield indicators 

of these axioms. In the next chapter we shall analyse Roman  

Catholic and Protestant "neo-orthodox” theologies with the  

aim of showing how the principle of identity operates in 

them, as well as arguing that the principle of identity is 

more fundamental to continuity in the house of authority 

than is the salvation history schema. At this point, 

however, we can further prepare for that analysis by giving 

a broader outline of what Farley considers to be the central 

inadequacies of the principle of identity.

In Chapter Seven of Ecclesial Reflection, Farley  

returns to the principle of identity to complete his 

critique of the house of authority. The principle of 

identity is an outcome of the logic of triumph associated 

with the kingly metaphor of God's relation to the world. In 

the Adamic myth which gives rise to this metaphor, argues 

Farley, the relationship between God and the world is one of 

causal efficacy, and thus of identity, in the sense that an 

identity is claimed between what God wills and what happens 

in the world. This identity is based upon the model of the
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individual, willing, self which acts to realise a willed 

ideal^^^. Therefore, insofar as the logic of triumph 

associated with this model of the intentional individual is 

discredited, the principle of identity, which emanates from 

it, will be discredited also.

The principle of identity, by portraying God as 

thinking, willing and acting ”in the mode of an in the world 

being"^^^ betrays a cosmological understanding of God*s 

relation to the world. It is a literalised myth which 

allows various occurrences to be attributed to the divine 

will and action: therefore it ultimately founders on the

rock of theodicy. If God can be identified with human 

institutions, interpretations and actions, then the in

escapable ambiguity of all human activities taints the 

divine will with evil as well as good intentions.

What precisely is it that is identical in the  

principle of identity? It is, above all, says Farley, an

identity of meaning, in that the divine intention itself 

cannot be directly transferred into the human inter

pretation. By "meaning” here Farley intends, not something 

subjective as in the ordinary language use of the term, but 

rather a meaning of content which something evokes or 

requires in its own particularity^^^. But such an identity, 

by definition, can only exist /'at a very synthetic and 

global level”^^^ and on the level of a crude voluntarism 

which assigns God control over all worldly events and 

processes. This identity takes away human freedom and 

portrays God as either a bungler or a sadist

The more common way of formulating the principle of 

identity in orthodox theology has been "to assign the

identity to the meaning resident in both the willed aim and
118actualised aim"^ . This, however, begs the obvious 

question: how do we know what it is that God wills? The

classical theological answer has always been that we

discover the divine will "in the divinely-instituted 

authorities of the tradition". But these authorities are
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themselves founded upon the principle of identity! .  

Therefore, Farley concludes, the principle of identity 

cannot be retained, either as a complete identity between 

states of affairs (thus violating human freedom and falling 

under the weight of theodicy) or as a synthesis of meaning, 

because such a synthesis is impossible given that we have no 

access to the divine will.

The interdependent relationship between the house of 

authority and the principle of identity finally subverts 

itself in its own circularity; the house of authority 

collapses and identity disappears. This means that 

tradition, which has existed in classical theology in the 

mode of authority, is seriously undermined. The question of 

tradition now becomes: ”what happens to theology's material  

contentful reference, the symbolically rich and determinate
1 or)

past, when the way of authority disappears?' . In other  

words, asks Farley, "how can we theologise without 

tradition?"^^^. This important question could be rephrased 

more accurately for the present discussion to ask: how can 

we have a theology of tradition without the principle of 

identity and outside the house of authority? This is the 

question which, in conjunction with the postmodern crisis of  

continuity, will guide our reflection in Part Two of the 

thesis. In the following chapter we shall test Farley's  

thesis of the principle of identity. Before that, however, 

we undertake a deeper investigation of the question of 

identity by means of an analysis of the question as treated 

by Martin Heidegger and Jacques Derrida. This will enable 

us to link Farley's theological critique of the principle of  

identity with the postmodern deconstruction of metaphysics.

1.2.2. Heidegger: Identity and Difference.

Farley treated the question of identity on a 

theological level as that of the problem of identity between 

divine will and human interpretation. Heidegger's treatment
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of the question goes deeper, to its roots in Western 

metaphysical thinking. In two essays in Identity and 

Difference^^^, ’’The Principle of Identity” and ”The Onto- 

theological Constitution of Metaphysics”, Heidegger proposes 

a rethinking of the problem of identity in terms of its 

situatedness in the context of Western metaphysics. At the 

outset it is helpful to state clearly the conclusions 

reached by Heidegger which relate to our concerns in this 

thesis. Firstly, identity involves not a simple unity but 

an identity-in-difference and a difference-in~identity. 

Secondly, the onto-theological bias of Western metaphysics 

has veiled the ontological difference as such and failed to 

think of it ^  difference.

According to Heidegger, the common formulation of the 

principle of identity (A=A) conceals precisely what the 

principle is trying to say (i.e., that every ”A" is itself 

the same wfth itselfj because it is defined in terms of the 

relations of two elements which are the same. But, through

out the history of Western thought, the identity of every 

being has been thought of as its unity with itself, so that 

the principle of identity is considered valid only as a 

principle of Being, in which every being gains its identity 

through its unity with itself. Before metaphysical thinking 

took centre stage, however, Parmenides had described Being 

as belonging to an identity; different things - thinking and 

being - have a ”belonging together" which cannot be read in 

terms of the metaphysical principle of identity because it 

is already its inverse. It is the concept of "belonging

together" which Heidegger wishes to develop.

If the "together” of ”belonging together” is

emphasised, then this means that belonging is determined by

unity, and this can only result in ”the unity of a system, 

mediated by the unifying centre of an authoritarian 

synthesis"^^^. However, if the emphasis is placed on the

"belonging" then this danger is avoided, and we have 

thinking and Being held apart and held together at the same
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time in the Same (das Selbe)^^^. The concept of the Same 

undermines undifferentiated identity and introduces 

difference. As Heidegger says elsewhere:

the identical always moves towards the 

absence of difference, so that everything 

may be reduced to a common denominator.

The Same, by contrast, is the belonging 

together of what differs, through a 

gathering by way of the difference. We 

can say "the same" only if we think 

difference^^^.

In order to think difference and belonging  ̂ however, we must 

leave the domain of metaphysical thinking which thinks Being 

as cause of beings, and beings as what is caused. The 

leaving of metaphysics is not a process of reasoning, but 

rather a "leap" (Satz) out of metaphysics into an "event of 

appropriation. . . through which man and Being reach each

other in their nature, achieve their active nature by losing 

these qualities with which metaphysics has endowed them"̂ ^^.

It is important to emphasise, here, that the event of 

appropriation allows the belonging of man (the being who 

thinks) and Being to take precedence over the unity of the 

"together": that is to say that this appropriation allows

the difference to come through in identity. However, the 

difference only appears when we leap out of that metaphysics 

which has consigned difference to an oblivion by means of 

the "together", the unity of all identity. As Heidegger 

puts it succinctly, "in the merely identical, the difference 

d i s a p p e a r s " .

Contrasting his approach to this question to that of 

Hegel, who thinks about thinking in the manner of a 

conversation with the previous history of thinking, 

Heidegger says that his aim is to think what has, up to now, 

remained unthought. What remains to be thought is the
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difference ^  difference, and this can only be achieved by 

means of a "step back” (Schritt zuriick) into the essential
1 0 0

nature of metaphysics^ . Heidegger characterises Western 

metaphysics, from its origins, as essentially "onto- 

theology” : it is onto-logy because Being is the matter of 

thinking and the logos which grounds thinking, and it is 

theo-logy because Being as ground can be thought out fully 

only when the ground is represented as the first ground, 

i.e. as God, the causa sui and ultima ratio of metaphysical 

thinking. In Heidegger's words:

When metaphysics thinks of beings with 

respect to the ground which is common to 

all beings as such, then it is logic as 

onto-logic. When metaphysics thinks of 

beings as such as a whole, that is, with

respect to the highest being which 

accounts for everything, then it is logic 

as theo-logic^^^

To enquire after the origins of this onto-theo-logy is to 

accomplish the step-back.

Within the perimeters of the step-back into the 

esential nature of metaphysics, we can think of Being and

beings only in terms of the difference. But to think of the

difference a£ difference we must avoid viewing it "as a 

relation which our representing has added to Being and to
1 on

beings’ . To the contrary, the difference is already 

there, though unseen:

this thing that is called difference, we 

encounter it everwhere and always in the 

matter of thinking, in beings as such - 

encounter it so unquestioningly that we do 

not even notice this encounter itself
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By thinking of Being and beings in terms of the grounding, 

causal, presence of Being, Western metaphysics left 

unthought the difference ^  difference through which Being 

and beings have their origin. In other words, it is the

difference as difference which constitutes identity -̂̂ . But 

we have only come to this realization by means of the step- 

back out of metaphysics into the essential nature of 

metaphysics. The difference, therefore, does not belong to 

what we have come to know as Western metaphysics, but can 

only be thought by achieving the leap out of this 

metaphysics. As Heidegger puts it bluntly, this thinking is 

no longer adequate, for "the origin of the difference can no
1 *3 -5

longer be thought of within the scope of metaphysics' .

What, then, do Heidegger’s reflections on the 

question of identity in the onto-theolgical metaphysics of 

Western thought allow us to add to Farley's critique of the 

theological principle of identity operating within the house 

of authority? Two important points emerge. Firstly, 

Heidegger's analysis allows us to see how the theological 

principle of identity is situated within the wider context 

of a language of identity which has attempted at all times 

to exclude difference. The entry of the deity (as origin) 

into the metaphysical language of the West is an a priori in 

the theological language of identity. The result of this 

has been, as Farley demonstrates, the house of authority, 

which obscured difference by permeating its theology, 

institutional structures, political activity and tradition 

with the principle of divine/human identity. Thus the 

tradition and its various middle axioms were conceived of at 

all times as belonging together with the divine will, and, 

as the divine will is at all times identical with itself, 

this identity was extended to the tradition's repres

entatives of the divine volition also. The tradition is

thus viewed as a divinely-constituted unity which extends 

through time, and in which truth is represented by 

authorities whose own legitimacy is grounded in the
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tradition which they guard and conserve, Farley has already 

pointed out the internal tension to which this gives rise, 

and it will be seen even more clearly in our testing of 

Farley’s thesis in Chapter Two. For the present it is 

enough to realize that our treatment of Heidegger has 

further rocked the principle of identity, and the theology 

of tradition which follows from it, by undermining the 

metaphysical assumptions on which it is constructed. After 

Heidegger, to view the theological concept of tradition as 

an undifferentiated identity extending through time is 

simply to ignore the fact that such identity is a creation 

of a metaphysical language which has been irretrievably 

undermined.

This brings us to the second point of contribution 

which Heidegger’s thinking can add to our analysis. It 

concerns the question of the continued viability of the 

metaphysical language of the West, which is also the 

language of most Christian theology. If, as Heidegger has 

convincingly argued, this language has led to the oblivion 

of difference - a difference which is now in the process of 

surfacing - can we, at the "end" of metaphysics, continue to 

use this language at all? If we cannot, then what is the 

alternative? Is there an alternative? The consequences for 

theology of this crisis in metaphysical language cannot be 

underestimated. At the "end” of metaphysics what becomes of 

such terms as ’God’, ’being*, ’truth’, ’good’, ’nature’ and 

’tradition’ if they are all terms of onto-theology and 

undifferentiated identity? Faced with the enormity of such 

questions it is scant consolation to hear that Heidegger 

himself saw no clear way out of this dilemma. What is clear 

to him, however, is that the language of metaphysics is no 

longer adequate because the ontological difference cannot be 

thought in this language. Yet, as this is the only language 

we have, no viable alternative presents itself, except 

perhaps, as Heidegger’s later writings increasingly showed, 

the language of poetry. Heidegger, at the end of Identity
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and Difference, leaves us with a question which poses what 

is perhaps the difficulty faced by all postmodern thought:

That difficulty lies in language. Our 

Western languages are languages of 

metaphysical thinking, each in its own 

way. It must remain an open question 

whether the nature of Western language is 

itself marked with the exclusive brand of 

metaphysics, and thus marked permanently 

with onto -theo -logic, or whether these  

languages offer other possibilities of 

utterance - and that means at the same  

time of a telling silence^^ ^.

Heidegger's question must, as he says, remain open. 

However, the task of deepening the challenge which he left 

us has been taken up most notably by Jacques Derrida.

1.2.3. Derrida: Identity, Difference, Representation.

It is of no small import that, although Heidegger 

sees Western metaphysics as at an end, in the passage just 

quoted he refers to metaphysical language as "our. 

language". Derrida, too, despite his critique of the 

logocentrism of Western thought, recognizes that there seems 

to be no escape from "our language" ^ ^ ^. In other words, he  

acknowledges that any destruction of metaphysical modes of 

thought remains, of necessity, bound to metaphysics. 

Consequently, we should not be deterred from thinking 

through the "end" of metaphysics, for this is the only 

language with which our philosophy and theology has to work. 

Nevertheless, realizing the impact of the "end" of onto-  

theological metaphysics has important consequences for the 

concept of tradition.

Farley showed us that one of the key elements of the
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concept of tradition which is guided by the principle of 

identity is the notion of secondary representation. The 

axiom of secondary representation is, in our consideration, 

the primary middle axiom of the principle of identity, 

because it is on this that the other axioms of leveling and 

immutablity depend. It also links the principle of identity 

to the other founding axiom of the house of authority, i.e. 

salvation history, and in this respect it is at the heart of 

the concept of tradition, as it is the secondary repres

entatives which ground the diachronic extension of identity. 

But, as Heidegger has shown, the very concept of 

undifferentiated identity is highly problematic, given that 

it is founded upon a language which seeks to exclude 

difference. Allied to Farley ’s critique of the author

itarian consequences of the principle of identity, which  

extends authority to the human representatives of the divine 

will, this leads us to consider the notion of representation 

as a highly questionable form of preserving both the house  

of authority and the metaphysical, logocentric, language on 

which it is constructed.

In carrying on the Heideggerian critique of onto-  

theology, Derrida touches directly upon the problem of 

representation in a revealing passage from Writing and 

Difference. Here, speaking of the dramatic interplay 

between author and book he argues that this drama is played 

out upon

a stage that is theological for as long as 

it is dominated by speech, by a will to 

speech, by the layout of a primary logos 

which does not belong to the theatrical 

site and governs it from a distance. The 

stage is theological for as long as its 

structure, following the entirety of the 

tradition, comports the following 

elements: an author-creator who, absent
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and from afar, is armed with a text and 

keeps watch over, assembles, regulates the 

time or the meaning of representation, 

letting this latter represent him as 

concerns what is called the content of his 

thought, his intentions, his ideas. He 

lets representation represent him through 

representatives, directors or actors, 

enslaved interpreters who represent 

characters who, primarily through what 

they say, more or less directly represent 

the thought of the 'creator*. 

Interpretive slaves who faithfully execute 

the providential designs of the master .

In this passage, which in its central theme bears a 

remarkable similarity to Farley’s critique of secondary 

representation, Derrida links the notion of representation 

to the logocentrism of onto-theological metaphysics via the 

images of speech and author-creator. Speech, as we saw in 

the early part of this chapter, is for Derrida the symbol 

par excellence of the metaphysics of presence; and, as can 

be seen from the above text, the author-creator is the 

controlling agent who seeks to extend influence over his 

/her ideas and intentions by means of representatives. 

There is, in other words, an undifferentiated identity 

between the will of the author-creator and the interpretive 

slaves who represent him/her

The link between identity and the metaphysics of 

presence is of crucial importance here. The establishing of 

an identity between the "original" intention/will and its 

subsequent representatives seeks to extend the "original 

presence" through time, that is, it seeks to ground 

tradition in a metaphysical framework which ensures 

continuity. The notion of tradition as identity-through

time of the divine volition, guaranteed by its
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representatives, is, therefore, subject to the same critique 

as the (now) unsound concepts on which it has been founded. 

To put it starkly, such a concept of tradition is no longer 

tenable; it is a logocentrism which excludes difference and 

absence by establishing absolute identity and presence 

between the divine will and its own content - scripture, 

institution, dogma, law, etc. Just as the concept of  

tradition is thus undermined, so also are other concepts of 

representation such as mimesis or adequatio. All such terms  

which seek to establish an absolute identity-without- 

difference between the divine thought and the human 

representative must be rejected on the basis of their 

participation in the same onto-theological metaphysics which 

we have seen to be collapsing.

From the perspective of epistemology, this position 

of viewing the tradition as a mimetic representation of the 

divine will, and participation in the tradition as the 

consent of the intellect to the divine truths contained 

therein, has long since been discredited, reflecting as it 

does a pre-Kantian naivety. However, as we have

demonstrated, there is something more than epistemology at 

issue. Farley, in a sentence strongly reminiscent of 

Heidegger, sums up the theological implications of our 

reflections here:

the discrepancies between. . . God*s

envisioned aim and the autonomous network 

of the created world-ground permit 

similarity, not identity; hence identity 

cannot be applied to the thing itself .

But, as we have seen, this is precisely what the principle 

of identity tries to achieve by means of secondary re

presentation, leveling and immutability. At the end of  

onto-thelogy, ’identity’, ’representation' and 'tradition'
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are concepts which can no longer function in the absolute 

and unifying way in which they once did.

1.2.4. Conclusion.

In this chapter we have sought to demonstrate that 

the concept of tradition is a concept in crisis because the 

very assumption of continuity in time which grounds it is 

becoming increasingly problematic. In the first section of 

the chapter we established that this problem has always been 

there for theology but that it was generally suppressed by 

appeal to an a priori continuity, a situation which was 

clearly seen in the three test cases which we examined: 

Vincent of Lerins, J.H. Newman and Ernst Troeltsch.  

Furthermore, we established that postmodern thought has made 

the crisis of continuity acute in the contemporary era. 

This crisis has its origins in thinkers such as Marx,  

Nietzsche and Freud, but has been given its most vibrant 

contemporary expression in the work of Jacques Derrida and  

Michel Foucault. The critique of metaphysical language and  

metaphysical assumptions of continuity undertaken by these 

two thinkers makes it evident that there is a close link 

between the crisis of continuity and tradition and this 

deconstruction of metaphysics. At the "end” of metaphysics, 

the basis for continuity advoca;ted by thinkers such as 

Newman is no longer adequate.

In the second section of the chapter we investigated 

the question of tradition as identity over time. We were 

alerted to this course of thinking by Edward Farley’s 

contention that theology which operates within the ’’house of 

authority" does so on the basis of a principle of 

divine/human identity which operates in conjunction with a 

certain concept of salvation history. This principle of 

identity contains three "middle axioms", foremost among 

which is, we argued, the notion of secondary representation. 

The house of authority, however, contains an internal
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contradiction which, ultimately, undermines both itself and 

the concept of tradition which it defends.

In order to deepen our understanding of the link 

between the crisis of metaphysics and the problem of the 

concept of tradition, we turned to Heidegger’s treatment of 

the question of identity in Identity and Difference, This 

led to the important conclusion that the notion of identity 

is part of the framework of onto-theological metaphysics 

which underlies the assumption of tradition as guaranteed 

continuity in time. It is this metaphysical concept of 

identity, shown by Heidegger to be no longer adequate at a 

time when this metaphysics is at an ’’end”, which underlies 

the theological house of authority, and which grounds the 

concept of tradition as diachronic identity. By means of 

Heidegger's critique of onto-theology, therefore, we 

deepened the theological critique undertaken by Farley,

To show how the critique of identity extends to the 

axiom of secondary representation, central to the concept of 

tradition as diachronic identity, we drew on a passage from 

Derrida in which the critique of onto-theology and the

problem of representation were seen to be co-extensive, 

Bringing together the insights of Farley, Heidegger and

Derrida, it became apparent that the concept of tradition as

the extension through time of an authoritative identity

between the divine will and human expressions is no longer 

tenable. Such a concept of tradition belongs both to an 

authoritarian theological framework which falls apart under 

its own internal tensions and to a metaphysical language 

which has remained unquestioned for too long, but which now 

appears to be crumbling.

Nevertheless, despite this conclusion, it would be a 

mistake to assume that all the theological problems 

surrounding the concept of 'tradition' had come to an end. 

To begin with, we do not have a 'new' language to replace 

the 'old', as Heidegger and Derrida so readily recognize, 

and our theologies are still permeated by metaphysical
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concepts such as 'representation', 'will*, 'authority' and 

'tradition*. In Part Two of the thesis we shall examine the 

possibility of a theology of tradition within a theological 

discourse which recognizes the "end" of metaphysical 

language but still cannot escape from it. However, in the 

following chapter we turn our attention to the more familiar 

ground of "neo-orthodox” theology in order to test Farley's  

thesis of the principle of identity. The purpose of taking 

this path, rather than moving directly from a critique of 

the metaphysics of tradition to a ’’postmodern" theology of 

tradition, is twofold. Firstly, this investigation will 

complement the more abstract critique which we have 

undertaken in this chapter. Secondly, we shall seek to 

show that a return to the notions of tradition and 

continuity which have dominated in "neo-orthodoxy", in its  

various forms the most important theological movement of 

this century, is now impossible for theological thinking. 

This engagement with neo-orthodoxy enables the dialogue of  

theology with postmodern thinking to move forward 

constructively, rather than isolating it out on a limb - an  

all-too-obvious danger.

-  80  -



2. TRADITION AND AUTHORITY; TESTING F A R L E Y C R I T I Q U E

OF THE PRINCIPLE OF IDENTITY.

In this chapter, our intention is to apply Farley's critique  

of the principle of identity to the classical notion of  

tradition in Roman Catholic theol ogy and to the scripture  

principle in Protestant theology. The aim of this exercise  

is to ascertain the un derlying notion of identity in time  

which guides the concept of continuity in both mainline  

theological traditions. The theologies which we analyse  

here can be termed 'neo-ortho d ox*. Following David Tracy,  

we take the description 'neo-ortho d ox* to refer to those  

theologies which engage in dialogue with contemporary  

secular thinking but which seem "unwilling. . . to foll ow to  

a truly critical conclusion the task which they themselves  

initiated’*̂ . This definition inclu des Roman Catholic as  

well as Protestant theol ogies, so we do not restrict the  

description 'neo-orthod ox* to the theological movement  

associated with Barth, Brunner, et al., altho ugh along with  

Roman Catholic neo-Thomism this remains the principal
o

manifestation of neo- ortho d oxy to date .

This engagement with neo- ortho d ox theologies is  

not an easy form of theol ogical target practice. For  

example, altho ugh the theol ogy of tradition of Yves Congar,  

which we will examine as representative in this chapter, no  

longer holds the currency it once did in Roman Catholicism,  

the influence of his theology of tradition has been  

remarkable, particularly on the Second Vatican Co uncil and  

many post-conciliar theologies. Similarly, with the notion  

of the scripture principle; altho ugh cru de forms of that  

principle are largely absent from contemporary Protestant  

theologies, there is no d o ubt that assumptions of continuity  

in time based on the identity of scripture with the divine  

will continue to strongly influence Protestant theology.

We clearly recognize from the o utset that the  

theological positions critique d here are not the only
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viewpoints possible in the contemporary climate of 

theological pluralism, but we nevertheless take these 

positions as yardsticks against which other theologies are 

measured, and we shall argue that they are representative of 

the house of authority and the principle of identity. 

Although it is beyond the scope of the present work, 

investigation of other theologies which would claim to have 

left neo-orthodoxy behind would certainly yield vestiges of 

the house of authority and the principle of identity. Our 

aim, therefore, is to illustrate Farley's critique of the 

principle of identity in a more thorough way than Farley 

himself does, emphasising its diachronic rather than 

synchronic dimension, and to show how a return to the notion 

of identity in time which has dominated mainstream theology 

is impossible.

2.1. The Classical Roman Catholic Concept of Tradition.

2.1.1. The Roman Catholic Concept of Tradition after

the Council of Trent.

Yves Congar’s definitive work on the Roman Catholic
o

theology of tradition. Tradition and Traditions*̂, has  

already presented in great detail the historical development 

of the notion of tradition from the New Testament onward, so  

we shall restrict this brief historical section to the 

context of Congar's own theology of tradition, namely that 

of post-Tridentine Roman Catholicism.

Congar's work must be read as a dialectical response 

to the notion of tradition which had come to dominate Roman 

Catholic theology after Trent. With the counter-Reformation  

emphasis on church authority and structure, theology became 

increasingly juridical and tradition was considered to be a 

given and fully-constituted deposit whose continuity in 

history was guaranteed by an infallible magisterium. 

Tradition became synonymous with the structure and authority
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of the church. While Congar improves substantially on this 

position, it is our contention that he finally remains

within its a-historical framework and, considering Congar*s

influence, this is a serious charge.

The Council of Trent, in the face of the sola 

scriptura^ principle of the reformers and the ecclesial and 

political turmoil of the time, affirmed the reality of

apostolic tradition alongside that contained in scripture^. 

The intention of the council seems to have been one of 

avoiding both the extremes of the sola scriptura principle 

on the one hand and any ecclesiocentrism which would deny 

the legitimate importance of the scriptures on the other. 

The actual effect of this was that the council failed to 

develop a theology of tradition adequate to the pressing

demands of the situation, thereby increasing suspicion on 

the part of the reformers that scripture was viewed by Trent 

as merely a secondary source, inferior to the tradition of 

the church.

Congar defends both the conciliar formula and the 

authority of the council on the basis that "the unanimous  

opinion of the church - represented, concentrated, and 

personalized in the councils - has always been recognized as  

a clear indication or mark of the Spirit"^. This judgement  

errs both theologically and historically. Theologically it 

fails to recognize the fact that Trent did little more than  

simply state its position, failing to develop an adequate 

theology of tradition and the place of scripture in relation 

to that theology: this task, as we shall see, was left to 

later theological judgement with regrettable results. 

Theologically and historically, Congar adopts an extremely 

uncritical notion of ’church' in his assertion that Trent 

reflected the "unanimous opinion of the church ". The very  

historical situation gives the lie to that particular claim. 

Sadly, although genuine theological dialogue could have been 

possible^, Trent did little to further its likelihood.

According to Congar’s historical survey, Roman
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Catholic theology after Trent moved to a more hardline 

position than that of the council itself. Although the 

council did not refer to the magisterium directly, post- 

Tridentine Roman Catholic theologians such as Bellarmine 

filled the lacuna left by the council's failure to confront 

the deeper theological problem of tradition by increasingly 

identifying tradition with the authority of the magisterium. 

The tradition was understood as a body of truths which must 

be believed for salvation; in Congar's words, the reason 

given for believing in these truths was "because the church 

(the Magisterium), which so defines them, is guided and  

infallible"^.

This reduction of tradition to the doctrinal truths 

necessary for salvation was followed by a movement, 

particularly in the Roman School of the nineteenth century, 

away from even this limited understanding of tradition as 

the body of truths towards an identification of tradition 

with the organ of its transmission, namely the magisterium. 

This movement towards equating the tradition with the organ 

constituted to preserve it reached its pinnacle in the First 

Vatican Council and in the anti-Modernist declarations of  

the early part of the twentieth century^*

Despite the hardening of the official Roman Catholic 

viewpoint, there were some more constructive theological 

approaches, however rare, which attempted to explain 

tradition in terms other than those of magisterial 

authority. The Tubingen School, in particular, attempted to 

adapt the growing awareness of history in nineteenth century 

thought to the theology of tradition, and emphasised 

tradition as a 'living' mode of communication. For Mohler,  

the leading theologian of the School, tradition is "the 

living gospel, always proclaimed in the Church"; it is "a 

vital spiritual force"^^ which indicates the animating 

presence of the Holy Spirit in the church. For Mohler, as  

for other progressive theologians of the last century such 

as Newman and Blondel^^, tradition is not reducible to the

-  84 -



authority which defends it. In short, for them, while the 

magisterium is an essential part of the tradition, it is not 

its sole ground or only constitutive principle.

However, even admitting these few voices of

moderation, the broad development of the Roman Catholic

theology of tradition from the Council of Trent down to

Vatican Two had one overriding effect: in Congar's words,

”it introduced the Magisterium into the definition of
1 ?tradition” ̂ • In mainstream Roman Catholic theology,

tradition and authority (specifically, the authority of the 

magisterium) are inseparably united. In this theological 

climate it is not surprising that tradition, although

obviously developing in time, could come to be considered as 

effectively protected from the vicissitudes which attend all 

other, non-theological, historical realities. Congar warns 

against this a-historicizing of tradition when he says that

there could well be a monophysitism of 

tradition neglecting its historicity, just  

as there could be a Nestorianism neglecting
1 o

what is divine in her̂~̂.

Whether, despite his warning, Congar succeeded in avoiding 

this a-historicizing tendency remains for us to judge.

2.1.2. Yves Congar's Theology of Tradition

By the middle of the 20^^* century, the post-  

Tridentine emphasis on authority had led to a juridical and  

extrinsic notion of tradition predominating in Roman 

Catholic theology. Tradition was the transmission of a 

given and already fully-constituted deposit of revealed 

truths, whose authority and continued identity through time 

was guaranteed by means of the authority of the infallible 

magisterium. Thus, the authority of tradition and the 

magisterial authority of the church were seen as synonymous;
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one could not stand without the other.

Furthermore, there was little difference in 

theological understanding between the tradition (the good 

news of Jesus Christ) and the ’traditions*, where, to employ 

Congar*s famous distinction, 'tradition' stands for ”the 

transmission of the whole gospel, that is, the whole 

Christian mystery in any form”^^, and 'traditions' refer to 

the particular and more mundane dimensions of Christian 

life, such as church law and devotional practices. The  

confusion of terms and realities such as these and the over

emphasis on a magisterial authority which saw itself, and 

not the tradition, as the true bearer of the good news^^, 

led Congar to consideration of the question of historicity, 

and consequently to his own theology of tradition which is 

one of the first, and certainly one of the most influential, 

attempts by a Roman Catholic theologian to think of 

tradition in historical categories.

We shall now examine Congar*s theology of tradition  

in the context of Farley's critique of the principle of  

identity. Firstly, we shall deal with the question of 

identity in time and secondly with the question of the

relation between authority and the diachronic structure of 

tradition.

a) Tradition, history, identity. Congar makes many  

divisions and distinctions within the term 'tradition'^ ,  

but fundamentally he takes the term in the broad sense of 

referring to "the totality of what has been re vealed"^^,  

including the biblical texts^^. Following Mohler and  

Newman, Congar emphasises the organic metaphor for the

church and for tradition, and includes the laity as co

bearers of the tradition with the hierarchy, albeit "in

unequal and differing ways"^^. Taken alongside his concern  

with historicity, these emphases already constitute a con

siderable improvement over most post-Tridentine concepts of  

tradition.
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For Congar, tradition is not so much the preservation

of truths as ’’the making present in a human consciousness of
on

a saving truth"*^^, and this process occurs in the church and 

in history. Does this assertion mean that Congar is 

prepared to allow the concept of tradition to be examined in 

the way that any other dimension of human consciousness and 

existence can be examined? It seems not, for speaking of  

the ’’historicity” of the church, Congar states that the 

church exists in "earthly time” but that its ”own proper 

time is that of sacred history”'̂ .̂ This dualistic concept 

of history enables Congar to avoid having to place his 

theological notion of continuity and identity in history 

before the questions of historical consciousness, and leads 

him to the bizarre claim that "tradition is not in

dependance on time: rather it triumphs over it, even, one  

might say, discounts it altogether” .

If historical time is not a necessary and

constitutive condition of tradition, then, we may justi

fiably ask, what enables it to persist time and to retain 

its claim to attention and to truth? In Congar*s opinion,  

the continuity of tradition is guaranteed by ”a living and 

unchanging principle of identity”^^. Is Congar's principle  

of identity to be equated with that principle of identity 

which Edward Farley has critiqued? Congar does not say what  

he means by the phrase; it seems that he takes it as self- 

evident, but we can discern what he means by a further 

analysis of his claims for the continuity inherent in the 

concept of tradition which he advocates.

Following Newman, Congar takes up the position that 

an idea is first present in its totality and is only later 

known explicitly in all its parts. Newman used this theory 

in his work on doctrinal development^^, and Congar here 

adapts it to the unity and continuity of the tradition 

through history, where neither that unity nor continuity is 

constituted by what happens iji history, rather "it precedes 

[us]. . . and we participate in it"^^. The "living and
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unchanging principle of identity" is the continuation 

through "earthly time" of the tradition which "the 

consciousness of the church possesses. . . whole and entire

from the start"^^. This, of course, is not to claim that 

later doctrinal developments were, in some mysterious way, 

already known, but it is to claim that they were already 

present in ecclesial consciousness as ungerminated seeds 

and, crucially, that their continuity and identity in time 

were already guaranteed. Thus, Congar*s principle of 

identity serves to protect tradition from the questions 

posed to it by a critical notion of history, rather than 

serving, as Congar wished, as an adequate expression of 

tradition’s relation to historical consciousness.

It is worth reminding ourselves at this point of 

Farley's analysis of how the principle of identity operates 

in strengthening the walls of the house of authority,
o 7

thereby keeping critical, historical, thinking at bay . 

The principle of identity refers to "an identity between 

what God wills to communicate and what is brought to 

language in the interpretive act of a human individual or
o o

community" . Where the principle of identity operates,

there exists an ersatz presence of the divine in the 

tradition, linking divine will and human interpretation into 

one reality, founded on a model . of causal efficacy. This 

principle of identity exists independently of linguistic 

frameworks, cultural differences or theories of history; and 

the dogmas, institutions and theologies to which it gives 

rise are considered to be vehicles of truth and permanency 

through time.

However, from a theological, and not simply

historical or cultural, perspective something more is needed 

to provide a structure of time in which the "secondary 

representatives" - those vehicles which serve to perpetuate 

the tradition over time - can persist. This structure, 

according to Farley, is provided by a salvation history

schema which reflects the continuation of God*s will through
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human history, and which can be periodized to distinguish 

between the time of foundational revelation in the apostolic 

period and the time of applying that revelation, i.e. the
on

time of the church^.

This concept of salvation history is to be clearly 

seen in the work of Congar who, despite professing histor

ical thinking, explicitly states that "there is a time 

proper to revelation and another time in which the revel- 

ation already made is to be lived out ” *̂ ,̂ thereby claiming  

that the phenomenological reality of the tradition is 

guaranteed protection from the vicissitudes of history 

simply by claiming that God willed it so. Read critically 

from this perspective, it is difficult to see any real 

difference in terms of genuine historical thinking, except 

perhaps for the adoption of the organic metaphor, between 

Congar’s notion of tradition and that "quasi-mechanical
O 1

transmission of an already constituted deposit* which he  

condemns in post-Tridentine theology.

The all-too-easy theological assertion that tradition 

exists in time and history but escapes the effects of time 

and history is one which must be rejected by critical 

reasoning and historical consciousness because it makes a 

semi-divine claim for a theological concept on the basis of 

an untenable dualism of history., But theological concepts,  

too, if they are to make adequate claims for their own 

legitimate and authentic continuity in history must be 

capable of grounding those claims history, not outside 

it.

b) Tradition and Authority: Diachronic Structures.

We have seen how, for Congar, the tradition is guaranteed 

authentic continuity in history by means of the principle of 

identity operating within the framework of a certain 

understanding of salvation history. The principle of 

identity, as employed by Congar and critiqued by Farley, 

demands a secondary representative which reflects the
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authoritative will of God in history. The question which 

this provokes us to ask regarding the role of authority in 

Congar's theology of tradition is this: does that authority 

ground the concept of tradition (in which case that concept 

cannot be regarded as historical) or is any authority which 

might exist within the tradition grounded upon the tradition 

itself (in which case, being a contingency of historical 

development, it, and its theological judgements, can be 

critiqued from the viewpoint of critical historical 

consciousness)? To pose the question another way: is an a

priori authority which claims to be the guarantor of the 

continuity of the tradition in history a necessary pre

requisite for the survival of the tradition, or is tradition 

and authentic continuity in history possible without the 

necessity of such an authority (notwithstanding the actual 

presence of one)?

Congar claims that, from the outset, his emphasis is 

on the dynamic of the act of transmission of tradition and 

not merely on the content of what is transmitted or the 

vehicle of transmission^^. This stress on the dynamic of 

tradition would seem at first to be a positive one, 

particularly suited to the challenges of historical 

thinking. After all, if tradition is viewed merely as 

static content, then historical change would be an 

irrelevancy. Therefore Congar*s emphasis on the dynamic of 

tradition leads us to believe that he is ready to tackle the 

question of historical change and develop an understanding 

of tradition adequate to historical thinking.

This, however, is not to be, for Congar immediately 

reverts to relating the dynamic of transmission to the 

content which is transmitted. This content includes 

"realities which have an objective existence independently
M 77

of the living subject which transmits them [i.e. all the 

textj . As a statement of fact this is not questionable; 

but the revealing judgement which Congar draws from the fact 

is highly suspect. His conclusion is that these texts are
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unable, In themselves, ”to guarantee their authenticity as 

witnesses to the thought of God”^^. This inadequacy of the 

tradition is not, on the purely phenomenological level, an 

inadequacy in the act of transmission - the continued 

existence of the texts in history is testimony to that - 

but it is rather an inadequacy of content, of the content of 

all the texts of the tradition, including scripture.

Congar, here, is not concerned about the hermen

eutical questions regarding the need for ongoing and 

adequate interpretation of the texts of the tradition. 

Rather, what concerns him is the inadequacy of the tradition 

vis-a-vis its own transmission. This leads us to question 

why Congar, despite his claims to prioritize the dynamism of 

tradition and his reliance upon the principle of identity 

and the certainty of salvation history, finds that the 

tradition so guaranteed is still inadequate to its own 

needs.

The answer to this perplexing question lies in 

Congar's understanding of the relation of tradition and 

authority, thus showing us why, for him, the divinely 

guaranteed content of the tradition requires a further 

authority to guarantee its historical transmission. It 

would seem axiomatic that if one accepts the tradition as a 

whole, or even certain parts of it (as in the sola scriptura 

principle), to be in se divinely guaranteed, then there is 

no necessity for a further authority which would give a 

greater guarantee to that which is already divinely 

guaranteed. But, Congar, while he must defend the divine 

origin of the tradition as a whole, wishes also to 

recognize, as a Roman Catholic theologian, that an authority 

already exists which itself claims to be the divinely 

instituted representation of "the thought of God”. In his 

own words, tradition has

an authority which implies the right to

command and be obeyed. . .[i.e.] the
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magisterium, classically defined by its 

charge to guard faithfully and to state or 

explain authentically the deposit entrusted
o c

to the ecclesia-^"^.

It is clear from Congar*s description of the 

magisterium as a body which "implies the right to command 

and be obeyed” that he considers its very existence to be an 

a priori which grounds and constitutes the otherwise 

inadequate (to its own claims) tradition. In fact Congar  

states this explicitly in exactly the same terms used by 

Farley to describe the rationale of the house of authority:

Catholicism speaks of an historical 

continuity [emphasis Congar’s] between the  

unique events of the history of salvation.

This continuity is founded historically in
O f.

a divine institution [emphasis a d d e d ] .

It is evident that, for Congar, the magisterium is an a 

priori without which the authentic continuity of the 

tradition would be an impossibility. However, while Congar 

can never state explicitly that the tradition itself lacks 

divine origin and guarantee, it becomes obvious from what we 

have just seen that that he is forced by the logic of his 

acceptance of the a priori divinely instituted authority 

(the magisterium) to conclude that the content of the  

tradition in se, and the act of transmission by which the 

tradition persists in time, are in themselves inadequate and 

untrustworthy representatives of the "thought of God".

Farley's notion of "secondary representation" can 

provide us with an insight which shows how the tension in 

Congar*s position between a tradition which is divinely 

guaranteed, yet at the same time formally inadequate, and an 

authority which is a priori yet, ostensibly, grounded in the 

tradition finally succumbs to its own inconsistency and
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breaks apart. We shall see that Congar makes a subtle, yet 

crucial, move from a description of the dynamic act of 

transmission to a claim that a certain authority is the 

divinely appointed guarantor of the transmission of the 

tradition over time.

The principle of identity demands two main actors,
0 7

God and some recipient of the divine will*^ . According to 

Farley, when this recipient is a charismatic individual 

there is normally sufficient evidence for a claimed identity 

between the words and activities of that individual and the 

will of God. However, this possible synchronic identity 

does not yet provide the conditions for the perpetuation of 

that identity. For tradition to begin, diachronic

structures - oral transmission, written texts, authoritative 

institutions - must come into existence. These are 

guaranteed by the logic of divine causality - if God wills 

the end then the means must also be provided - within the 

salvation history schema. To obey the secondary rep

resentatives is to obey the will of God.

From Farley's analysis we can postulate two possible 

roles for the magisterium as a secondary representative of 

the divine will. On the one hand it could be a guide, a 

witnes^s, an organ of that tradition which had developed in 

the ecclesia independently of an overriding authority. On 

the other hand, there is Congar*s position, which is that 

the magisterium is itself a grounding, constitutive, factor 

of the tradition. In this viewpoint there is no true 

tradition without such an authority; the regula fidei is 

itself dependent upon the existence of the magisterium. In 

Congar’s words: "the active tradition of the magisterium

constitutes the material elements of the tradition in their
0 0

formal character as the rule of faith' . The tradition is 

authenticated only by an authority which is itself a 

secondary representative of that same tradition. The 

circularity of this reasoning betrays the inconsistency of 

Congar’s position. His defence of an a priori authority
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finally dispels any claim he might have had to present a

theology of tradition which would take into account the

challenges posed by a critical, historical consciousness 

which does not assume continuity or progress, but which 

analyses the phenomena of history on their own merits.

To return, then, to the terms of our original 

question regarding the role of authority in Congar's 

theology of tradition. It seems that, for Congar, the

Christian tradition could not survive in history without the

addition of a further authority other than the tradition’s 

own divine guarantee. Yet, the logic of his own position 

forces him to posit this authority as an a priori, thereby

placing it outside the realm of critical, historical 

thinking. In other words, Congar does not show how history 

and tradition require such an authority, he merely attempts 

to justify it because it is there. Congar's turn away from 

the static post-Tridentine notion of tradition towards an  

emphasis on the dynamic of tradition is not, as he wishes it 

to be, a turn towards history, because Congar ultimately 

reverts to an a-historical source of authority for  

justification of the whole tradition. But one cannot choose  

to engage in historical thinking on one's own terms, without 

adopting an uncritical view of history. In the final

analysis Congar's theology of tradition turns away from 

critical, historical thinking. Here Congar fulfils Tracy's 

description of neo-orthodox theologies by failing to follow  

through to its conclusion the process of reasoning on which 

he embarked.

In the following section we shall turn our attention 

to a brief examination of the effects which this concept of 

tradition, founded on an a priori authority, has had on the

reading of the content of tradition in official Roman

Catholic theology. It will be seen that Congar represents 

that theology well.
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2,1.3. Reading the Tradition; Interpretation and the

Extension of Authority.

We have just seen how Congar ’s appeal to the a priori  

authority of the magisterium as the ground of the diachronic 

extension of the tradition through history final ly abandons  

historical thinking. We now turn our attention to the con

sequences of this viewpoint for the wider spectrum of the  

tradition, i.e. for the textual formulations which are the  

later interpretations of the originating synchronic events.  

In conjunction with Farley's middle axioms of the principle  

of identity, we shall do this under two headings: the

extension of authority into the tradition and the notion of 

the immutability of interpretations which fol lows from it.

a) Tradition and the extension of authority. 

According to the viewpoint represented by Congar, the 

authority of the magisterium which grounds the tradition and 

guarantees its extension through history al lows a process of  

discernment of truth to take place which otherwise would not  

be possible. Thus, according to Congar, the authority of  

the magisterium confirms and defends the authentic tradition 

in three ways. Firstly, it establishes what is and what is  

not an authentic part of the Christian tradition. Secondly,  

it attributes normativity to each element of the tradition  

which it judges authentic. Thirdly, it gives "an authentic  

interpretation to the content of what it transmits"^^, 

thereby, by means of its authority, extending that same 

authority to its own interpretations of the originating 

events of the tradition.

What are the consequences of this extension of  

authority from the magisterium to the interpretations of the 

originating events of the tradition which the magisterium 

itself has established as authentic? The first consequence  

is that in the twofold historical development of the  

interpretations of the originating synchronic events and the
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appearance of diachronic structures of social perpetuity to 

preserve those interpretations, an important shift of 

emphasis has taken place from a focus on the originating 

events of the tradition (synchronic moment) to a focus on 

the vehicles of social perpetuity (diachronic structures). 

In other words, the concern of the community which 

perpetuates this tradition has moved from concern with the 

actions, words, memory of or belief in the person of Jesus 

Christ who is at the origin of the tradition to concern with 

the establishing of vehicles of social perpetuity (organs of 

authority, articles of belief, etc.) which can serve to 

guarantee the preservation of the authentic interpretations 

of these events in the movement of history.

The second consequence of the extension of authority 

to the later interpretations of the originating events is 

that each specific part of these interpretations (e.g. the 

particular words of a dogmatic definition) is then given 

authority on a par with the originating events of which it 

is an interpretation. This observation complies with 

Farley's second middle axiom of the principle of identity, 

namely, the axiom of leveling. The logic of the principle 

of identity - i.e. that the expressions of an individual or 

institution, in this case the magisterium, can be identified 

as expressions of the will of God - demands that the same 

identity be extended to each part of the interpretations 

which the magisterium makes of the central events of the 

tradition. In effect, this has resulted in a situation in 

Roman Catholic theology in which the very words and 

expressions of dogmatic formulations, conciliar documents 

and papal decrees have frequently been given an authority 

which places them alongside the original witness of 

scripture and outside the linguistic developments, changes 

in human consciousness and cultural diversity of history^^.

However, in order for authority to legitimately 

establish the extension of its own privilege to the parts of 

its interpretations and to effectively establish a water-
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tight defence against what it would see as the relativ- 

ization of those interpretations by critical historical 

thinking, a further dimension of the principle of identity 

is required. That dimension is discussed by Farley under 

the title of ”the axiom of immutability” ,

b) The immutability of interpretations. For the 

concept of tradition which operates within the house of 

authority, the extension of authority to the henceforth 

"authoritative” interpretations of the originating events of  

the tradition is a necessary evolution from the logic of the 

principle of identity. But, as is evident by now, one of  

the dilemmas thrown up by critical, historical thinking is 

that particular interpretations of events are not guaranteed 

acceptance by a later community of interpreters. Indeed, as 

time distances each generation further from these inter

pretations, it is more than likely that what was an adequate 

interpretation for one generation ceases to be so for a 

later one.

This problem posed by critical, historical thinking, 

while seldom explicitly acknowledged, has been more or less 

anticipated within the house of authority. The response 

evoked by it has been that as well as extending authority to 

the interpretations of the originating events of the 

tradition, the house of authority has also attributed 

immutability to them. Thus, the question of critical 

history is pushed aside and key hermeneutical questions are 

avoided, theology becoming merely the ’faithful' exposition 

of truths already fully attained. In this scenario, the 

particular parts and dimensions of the tradition, at their 

origins synchronic interpretations of the originating 

events, are universalized and given the same diachronic 

authority which the organ of authority itself possesses. In 

Farley’s words, ”the bearers which give social persistence 

to the divinely communicated content are, in their detailed 

parts, valid and true for all time”^^.
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This move towards the universalization of particular 

interpretations in order to give them eternal validity is 

one which any theology which works within the bounds of a 

critical, historical consciousness must reject, on the basis 

that if any claim to authentic interpretation is found to be 

inadequate on all grounds other than its external authority, 

then it must be judged inadequate both to history and to its 

own claims for universal validity. The changes of history 

and the always-new circumstances of the community of 

interpreters, and not an a priori and external authority, 

are the final arbiters.

The principle of identity and its middle axioms, as 

delineated by Farley and operating within the theological 

structure of salvation history, are designed to guarantee 

continuity by protecting the content of the tradition from 

erroneous interpretations down through time. This was 

successful down to the advent of critical, historical 

thinking. We have identified this tendency in Roman  

Catholic theology through analysis of Congar’s theology of  

tradition. However, in mainstream Roman Catholic theology,  

as we shall now see, the house of authority which protected 

the tradition from error has primarily taken the form of 

integralism.

2.1.4. The Integralist Tendencies in the Classical

Roman Catholic Concept of Tradition.

We have already questioned Congar*s view of the  

relationship between tradition and authority and found it 

inadequate. Ultimately, for him, tradition is grounded upon 

an a priori authority which cannot rest easily with 

historical thinking. Nevertheless, this notion of authority 

remains strong within Roman Catholic theology, and to  

question it is to open a Pandora’s box of theological prob

lems. Foremost among these is the breaking apart of the in- 

tegralist unity of the Roman Catholic theological system of
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authority and immutable interpretations.

Gabriel Daly has writen that the term *integralism* 

is usually used in contemporary theology to ”describe 

extreme theological conservatism during the modernist 

period”^^. This is indeed accurate, but Daly*s further 

assertion that Vatican Two brought about "the realization  

that integralism was no more than a schola in Roman Catholic  

theology"^^ is a dubious contention in the light of our 

examination of the way the principle of identity continues 

to operate in Roman Catholic theology. In this section we  

shall attempt to show that integralism was not simply a 

passing phase in Roman Catholic theology but remains,  

despite some promising directions taken by Vatican Two, as 

the dominant expression of the principle of identity in that 

theology.

The integralism which maintains the house of 

authority in Roman Catholic theology occurs on two levels.  

To consider these levels we return to the question which is

at the heart of our discussion here: given the demands of

critical, historical consciousness and the crisis in 

metaphysical notions of history and continuity, is tradition 

- i.e. authentic and legitimate continuity in time - without  

an a priori and external authority a realistic possibility? 

To this question, Dei Verbum,, the document on Divine 

Revelation of Vatican Two, answered an emphatic "No” :

sacred tradition, sacred scripture and the 

Magisterium of the Church are so connected

and associated that one of them cannot

stand without the others^^*

To make this claim, given that the notion of magisterium 

employed here is of an a priori divinely-constituted  

authority, is to place tradition (the continuity inhering in 

scripture and the tradition) outside of the critical 

understanding of history, concurring with Congar*s extreme

- 9 9-



statement that tradition discounts history and "earthly 

time” altogether^^. Nevertheless, the logic of the 

principle of identity dictates that, on this first level of 

integralism, rejection of critical, historical thinking is 

preferable to the destruction of the integral relationship 

between authority and tradition. The authors of Dei Verbum 

chose to preserve the integralist understanding of 

continuity - i.e. that tradition stands or falls with  

authority - above all else, thus maintaining the tradition  

in history but not £f it.

The second level of integralism stems from the

extension of authority and universal validity to the 

particular and detailed parts of the tradition. Not only 

does the possibility of tradition as a whole stand or fall 

with the question of authority, but the many particular

interpretations which constitute the tradition stand or fall 

in relation to each other. The following words from the 

address of Pope John Paul to the conference ”Humanae Vitae :  

20 Years On" indicate the immense task facing Roman 

Catholic theologians who would attempt to question the 

integralist logic of the principle of identity:

[Humanae Vitae was] written by the 

creative hand of God in .the nature of the 

human person. [To dispute it is] the 

equivalent of refusing to God himself the 

obedience of our intelligence. [Church 

teachings are] a unitary whole, a sort of

symphony, in which each truth harmonises

with the others^^.

In other words, to question one aspect of the tradition is 

to question it all; to reject one particular interpretation 

is to reject all interpretations, for all interpretations 

authenticated by the magisterium have equal authority and 

validity.
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To see how the logic of this second level of 

integralism subverts itself we can look briefly at how

Congar deals with the same issue. We have clearly seen how

Congar’s own theology accepts the principle of leveling, but

he also seems to be aware of its dangers. He writes that 

one of the charisms of the magisterium is that vis-a-vis 

the "elements belonging authentically to tradition" it can 

"confer on each of them according to its nature and

intrinsic value, its normative value for Christian faith or
” A 7

conduct . In other words, when the magisterium calls 

something 'normative', that normativity is derived from this  

act. Congar is aware of the dangers in this assertion, for 

immediately he adds the ambiguous and confusing statement 

that "they [the magisterium] would be incapable of  

conferring any value had they not received it from the Holy
A O

Spirit" . But Congar fails to specify which one of only 

two possible explanations he is referring to when he speaks 

of the "it" which the magisterium receives from the Holy 

Spirit: either a direct revelation that this particular part
bu

of the tradition is normative, or a charism ̂which the  

magisterium CaA confer normativity. The first is a 

theological nightmare and the second is a possibility that 

Congar, unless he is to undermine the orthodox principle 

that the tradition contains the intact revelation, is 

reluctant to consider. Congar do6s not, and cannot resolve 

this dilemma, for as long as the normativity of elements of 

the tradition is derived from an a priori authority then 

equal value must be given to each of these elements. To say 

otherwise is to undermine the principle of identity and, 

consequently, the house of authority.

This tension within Roman Catholic integralism can 

also be clearly seen in the documents of the official church 

teaching. In Vatican Two, the authors of Unitatis

Redintegratio, with ecumenical concern, and aware of the 

dangers of attributing the same authority to all the parts 

of the tradition, spoke of a "hierarchy of truths"^ ^.
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Gabriel Daly sees this statement as a landmark in the 

overcoming of integralism:

[Vatican Two's] adoption of the concept of 

the 'hierarchy of truths* was an implicit 

rejection of the integralist view of 

Catholic doctrine as a body of  

interconnected truths, the value of each  

of which was assessed by the status of the 

teaching authority which had pronounced 

upon them, rather than by 'their relation  

to the foundation of the Christian

faith'50.

Indeed, this would seem to indicate acceptance of different  

levels of authoritative interpretation and consequently a 

slight opening of the door to the possibility of grounding 

tradition on something other than the magisterium. However,  

Daly's optimistic assessment may be true of the authors of 

Unitatis Redinte^ratio , but it is not applicable to much  

subsequent official Roman Catholic theology.

To take one example. In 1973 we find the declaration 

Mysterium Ecclesiae warning against some errors in the 

interpretation of the notion of, a 'hierarchy of truths'.  

While the declaration accepts d6 jure that there is "a 

hierarchy of the Church's dogmas” , it nevertheless demands  

that de facto they must all be believed with "the same 

divine faith"^^. Now we could take this latter statement as 

saying that there is an acceptable hierarchical level within 

the fides quae but no such level within the fides qua ,  

itself a dubious theological assertion. However, the real  

issue at stake is indicated by the title of the section 

within which these warnings appear, namely ’’The Church's  

Gift of Infallibility Not To Be Diminished". The possible 

interpretation of the phrase "a hierarchy of truths" to mean 

that the axiom of leveling was open to question can only
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lead to a parallel questioning of the authority which 

grounded this leveling. Thus, Mysterium Ecclesiae, in order 

to preserve the a priori unity of the magisterium*s 

authority must leave unresolved the logical and theological 

paradox of maintaining both a "hierarchy of truths” and the 

axiom of leveling within the same house of authority.

These two levels of integralism in Roman Catholic  

theology - the grounding of tradition on an a priori  

authority and the extension of that same authority to all 

the parts of the tradition by means of the axioms of 

leveling and immutability - demonstrate that integralism  

was not just a passing schola but remains central to the 

concept of tradition which continues to be the framework 

within which mainstream Roman Catholic theology must work.  

Integralism is the pinnacle of the logic of the principle of 

identity in Roman Catholic theology. It has the effect of  

placing the burden of a certain concept of tradition and 

continuity on the theologies and theologians who must work 

within this framework, and attempts to curtail the 

possibility of genuine advances in the theology of tradition 

by keeping the neo-orthodox synthesis in place.

Our critique of the way the principle of identity 

operates in this theology is not to suggest that this is the 

only theology of tradition which is possible in Roman
c o

Catholic theology"^^. However, the notion of guaranteed  

continuity in time by virtue of the authority of the 

magisterium still dominates that church*s theology. It is 

fair to say, on the basis of our analysis in this section, 

that Roman Catholic theology still lacks a theology of  

tradition which is outside the principle of identity and 

adequate to the demands of critical, historical thinking^^. 

So, while many theologians may have attempted to break free 

from an authoritarianism of tradition, the threat to the 

very concept of tradition which the postmodern critique of 

metaphysics has unleashed has yet to be faced. In this 

moment of the crisis of metaphysics it is evident that while
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a return to neo-orthodoxy is impossible, it is also 

impossible to go beyond neo-orthodoxy without a critique of 

the metaphysics of continuity which attends it.

2,2, The Scripture Principle As A Diachronic Structure Of

Divine-Human Identity,

Ha ving analysed the classical Roman Catholic concept  

of tradition and having found it inadequate to the demands  

of a thinking which rejects a metaphysics of continuity, we 

now turn our attention to the classical Protestant claim 

that the Scriptures are the expression of the will of God in  

history, thereby providing certainty in terms of historical  

continuity. We shall see this claim to be strongly held in 

Roman Catholic theology also. In this section we begin by 

referring to Farley's definition of the scripture principle 

as a particular manifestation of the principle of identity. 

Farley's notion of the 'scripture principle' is not,

however, to be equated exactly with the sola scriptura  

principle. The 'scripture principle' which participates in 

the 'principle of identity' is a broader concept which 

describes the theological foundations on which the notion of 

sola scriptura is based. In conjunction with Farley, we

shall then outline the origins of the scripture principle in 

Judaism and its appropriation ^  Christianity, This

analysis will show how the concept of the scripture

principle as a diachronic structure of divine-human identity  

is based upon a view of scripture which is erroneous and

unnecessary. Thus, as we shall see, from the time that 

Christianity appropriated the scripture principle it was in 

danger of becoming a religion of the book. This has 

important repercussions for our treatment of the "postmodern 

a/theology” of Mark C. Taylor in Chapter Three.

Following this we proceed to an analysis of the
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theological problems engendered by the scripture principle, 

firstly in the reformers and Protestant orthodoxy and then 

in the neo-orthodox theology of Karl Barth, Finally, we 

undertake a critique of the scripture principle with a view 

to demonstrating its inadequacy as a diachronic structure of 

continuity in the postmodern situation.

2.2. 1.Edward Farley’s Definition of The Scripture

Principle.

For Farley, the scripture principle is one of the 

principal manifestations of the principle of identity. He 

argues that "when the claim is made that God’s knowledge,  

will and intentions and the content of a human expression 

are identical, we have articulated a major presupposition of
C A

the Scripture principle" . In the following pages we shall  

examine the origins of this identification of scripture with 

God’s will, but for the present we shall outline the main 

characteristics of the scripture principle as defined by 

Farley.

Firstly, and primarily, the scripture principle is 

most accurately defined as the way in which the principle of 

identity operates in those 'canonical* and ’inspired’ 

writings which lie at the origins of Christian theology: 

"the meaning nucleus of the Scripture principle is thus the  

interpretation of a written deposit of tradition as a locus 

of divine/human i d e n t i t y " T h u s ,  a written interpretation 

of the originating events of the tradition is established as 

a deposit which reflects the divine will. This writing is 

fixed; it has a divinely-determined meaning and only need be 

interpreted within the correct context (in Roman 

Catholicism, as we saw in the previous section, this context 

is the authority of the magisterium; in Protestantism, as we 

shall see in this section, it is the faith of the individual 

believer) for the divine will to be known. From the 

perspective of the present study, the theological claims in
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this position are open to serious query. Also, in the light 

of Derrida*s critique of logocentrism and the prioritizing 

of speech over writing in classical metaphysics, the concept 

of writing which is reflected in the scripture principle is 

also questionable. This issue will concern us in more 

detail in the following Chapter, when we examine Mark C.  

Taylor ’s views on scripture.

Secondly, and as we have just mentioned, these 

writings which bear testimony to the originating events of 

the tradition are considered to be divinely-inspired, and as 

such they are secondary representatives of the divine will. 

In a postmodern situation in which the jurisdiction of the 

author over the work is coming under severe scrutiny, this  

theological claim that the divine Author has * inspired* the 

scriptures is a point of particular interest. Again, we 

shall treat this point in more detail in the following 

Chapter.

Thirdly, there is the question of revelation. Farley 

asserts that the logic of the scripture principle sees 

revelation as complete and as deposited in these sacred 

writings. The closure of revelation is represented by the 

symbolic closure of the canon. However, in our opinion, the  

notion of the closure of revelation must also be read in 

close conjunction with the concept of salvation history, 

which assumes that although the time of revelation may be 

past, God*s presence continues to influence contingent 

history directly through those secondary representatives 

which guarantee the continuation in time of the revelation 

which has already been given.

Fourthly, and finally, there is the question of 

genre. Farley says that for the Jews the genre of scripture 

(what Christians call the *01d Testament*) was primarily 

Torah; whereas for the Christians the genre of scripture 

(*01d* and *New* Testaments) was a narration of the salvific 

plan of God which culminated in the event of Jesus Christ. 

Farley views this as a positive step, yet we must add that
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the concept of narrative itself can have certain concomitant 

assumptions of continuity which themselves are deserving of 

critique. It is not adequate to simply show, as Farley 

does, that the Christian notion of scripture improved upon 

that of later Judaism, although it did not succeed in fully 

shaking off all the undesirable dimensions of that view, 

but we must submit all received assumptions about the nature 

of scripture to stringent criticism.

These four characteristics of the scripture 

principle, while attributed initially by Farley to Judaism, 

result in fundamentally the same principle applying in 

Christianity also, with some obvious additions such as a 

revised canon and a new periodisation of salvation history. 

Having given this brief outline of how Farley considers the 

scripture principle to be a particular manifestation of the 

principle of identity, we now proceed to an examination with 

Farley of the origins of the scripture principle in order to 

better understand his critique of it. We shall then go 

beyond that critique to link it with our more general con

sideration of how the notion of identity which inheres in 

the scripture principle participates in the metaphysics of 

continuity which we have seen to be under threat in post

modern thought. In all of this we keep in mind the fact 

that our intention in analysing the notion of the principle 

of identity, and the scripture principle which Farley 

believes participates in it, is to show how the postmodern 

critique of identity makes it impossible to return to neo

orthodox notions of continuity and tradition.

2.2.2. The Origins of the Scripture Principle

According to Edward Farley.

The existence in Christianity of ancient writings as 

testimony to the beliefs of the first followers of Jesus is 

a phenomenon which is not at issue. These writings have 

obvious importance as organs of the community's memory and
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as bearers of that memory over time, functioning in the life 

of theology, worship and prayer as they have done for two 

millennia. Difficulties arise, however, when we begin to 

ask questions about the authority of these writings, about 

what basis that authority might have, and about the world of 

which these writings speak. This is not simply the world of 

ancient Palestine, but the world of divine/human 

interaction, and the questions which this raises about the 

divine Author of these writings, who, according to many, has 

left his intentions, rules even, for their interpretation 

clear in the writings themselves. For, if these writings 

are viewed as not simply expressions of the faith of the 

first followers of Jesus, but rather as secondary rep

resentatives of the divine will, then they must also be 

viewed as a definitive locus of divine authority, with the 

inevitable extension of that authority to all the parts of 

the writings (i.e., by virtue of what Farley calls the 

middle axioms of leveling and immutability).

But what if this authority is called into question? 

What if the existence and even the concept of the divine 

Author no longer seemed secure? Then what is left of 

importance in these writings? In other words, what can we 

say is the meaning, if any, of scripture for a theology 

which enters into dialogue with thinking which asks these 

difficult questions? If an answer to these questions is 

forthcoming, it will depend to some extent on an analysis of 

the way in which Christian theology has commonly viewed 

these scriptures. Therefore, we are concerned to some 

degree with an analysis of the general problem of scripture. 

In this regard we hope to show, by concurring with Farley in 

most respects, but also departing from his views on certain 

key points, that Christianity has always been in danger of 

becoming a religion of the book. The crucial question then 

becomes: what remains of a religion for which the book is 

central when the very concept of the Author becomes 

problematic?
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a) The scripture principle in Judaism. What was the 

meaning and role of scripture in the Judaism out of which 

Christianity emerged? Farley argues that the scripture

principle was present in Judaism but not in the Israelite 

religion which preceded it, because ”what came to be

normative Judaism was a religion of the book, and Israelite

religion was not such a religion” although Farley 

recognizes that some anticipations of the scripture

principle were present in Israelite religion, e.g. the 

salvation history schema and elements of the principle of 

identity. Following James Sanders^^, Farley argues that 

crises in Israel's history, especially the exile, led to the 

establishment of the synagogue, the scripture principle, and 

a class of expert interpreters of the scriptures, that is to 

say "a new set of vehicles of social identity and social
c o

persistence” ;  in our terms: new structures of tradition. 

This leads Farley to a definition of scripture in Judaism as 

meaning ”a written deposit of the definitive and completed 

revelation of Yahweh to his people, the primary function of 

which is to be the source of community, cultic and moral 

regulations (hala kah) .

For the written deposit of tradition to function in 

Judaism as a representation of God's will, certain 

conditions, to which we have already referred, had to be 

present. All the conditions of the principle of identity 

are contained in Judaism's evaluation of its own writings. 

We can thus speak with Farley not only of a general

principle of identity which encompasses these writings but 

of a scripture principle in the strictest sense, in which 

the writings of the community are claimed to be, and

function as, a locus of divine/human identity. When the 

will of God is seen as identical with the content of

scripture then, says Farley, the scripture principle is 

being proposed.

It is evident, Farley goes on, that in Rabbinic

Judaism, while the primary genre of the community's writings

- 109“



appeared to be narrative, the functional genre was Torah. 

In addition, the intepretation of these writings was 

governed by the fundamental hermeneutical rule that they and 

all their parts should be accorded the status of exhaustive, 

authoritative and complete revelations of the will of 

Yahweh. The logic of the principle of identity requires that 

if the writings as a unit are considered to be the 

revelation of God, then their particular parts - sub-texts, 

sentences, words - are judged as equally authoritative. 

Then, says Farley, the logic of the principle of identity 

manifest in the scripture principle, combined with the genre 

of Torah resulting from the specific moral, cultic and 

social needs of a dispersed and oppressed people, turns 

Judaism into a religion of the book.

Although we do not dispute that Judaism held to the  

scripture principle, it is perhaps a rash judgement on 

Farley's part to say that Judaism was "a religion of the  

boo k” . He quotes Abraham Heschel - "to abandon the land  

would be to repudiate the Bible” - in support of this claim  

that other major themes of Israelite and Jewish religion,  

e.g. 'land' and 'nation', were dominated by the scripture 

principle. Yet there is no clear evidence provided to 

support this claim. Indeed it seems more accurate to 

consider the notion of scripture-as-Torah to be one powerful 

theme among many in later Judaism rather than as the  

dominant theme^^. From our perspective of a critique of the 

scripture principle as reflecting the principle of identity, 

it is adequate to agree with Farley's description of the 

presence of that principle in Judaism without declaring it  

to be a religion of the book. The import of this is that  

when Christianity inherited the Hebrew scriptures, it also 

inherited the scripture principle, and this had a major 

determining effect not only on Christianity's reading of the 

inherited scriptures, but also on its reading of its own, 

later, scriptures.
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b) The scripture principle in early Christianity.

The importance for Christian theology of Rabbinic Judaism's 

adoption of the scripture principle is only fully 

appreciated when it is remembered that Christianity was 

never from the outset without a scripture, for it inherited 

the Hebrew scriptures, and with them the scripture principle 

and the hermeneutical requirement that the genre of these 

scriptures was law.

It is dificult today, given how accustomed we have 

become to viewing the Hebrew scriptures as truly 

'Christian*, to appreciate the enormity of the problem which  

this heritage posed for early Christian communities, 

especially those of Gentile origin. For Christianity, the  

locus of divine/human identity was not initially sacred 

writings, but the person of Jesus Christ, the Risen Lord, 

alive in the faith and memory of the community. Finally, of 

course, Christianity came to locate divine/human identity in 

its own scriptures as well as in those of Judaism. But how 

did this come about? And why? What specific historical and  

theological conditions obtained to effect this development? 

Was the potential always there for Christianity to become a 

religion of the book? In order to carry our investigation 

of the scripture principle towards possible answers to these 

questions, it is necessary to follow Farley's examination of 

the problem of the scripture principle in early 

Christianity.

For at least the first hundred years of Christianity, 

the only scriptures as such were the Hebrew scriptures, as 

would be expected of a community which claimed to be the New 

Israel and whose own writings had not yet been accorded the 

status of sacred scripture. While, according to Farley, the 

emphasis in early Christian interpretation of the Hebrew 

scriptures was not on their genre as law but rather on their 

role as foreshadowing the Christ-event^^, the underlying 

assumption of the scripture principle remains: these

writings are the very expression of the will of God. This
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belief was expressed in early prayers and liturgies , but 

is most evident in the early controversies with Judaism, in 

which the Hebrew scriptures are both the issue and the court 

of appeal. The way in which the Hebrew scriptures were 

understood and used in these controversies led to a 

reinforcement of the scripture principle by means of 

constant appeal to their divine origin and, perhaps most 

importantly, by an emphasis on the meaning of certain texts 

and phrases which stressed the leveled authority of the 

scriptures in all their parts. It is evident from parts of 

the Christian scriptures themselves (e.g., the early 

preaching fragments in Acts) that this was the common 

theological practice from the very beginnings of Christian 

theology, the major difference from Judaism not being in 

regard to the divine origins of scripture but rather in 

regard to the significance of the person of Jesus Christ as 

the hermeneutical key to all the scriptures.

However, from the perspective of the issue which

concerns us, it is not simply an evaluation of the Christ-

event which lies at the heart of the problem of scripture,

for the controversy over whether the Christ-event is the 
e

hermeimtical key to scripture leaves the fundamental problem 

of the scripture principle unresolved. The question of the 

value of the Hebrew scriptures for Christianity only came to 

the fore with the debate over the universalization of the 

Christian mission to the Gentiles. If the Gentiles could 

come to know God through Christ without the law, then what 

value has the law? To take the problem one step further: 

”How can the church acknowledge these writings as scripture 

(as God*s inspired, sufficient, self-consistent, inerrant 

word). . . without also acknowledging the Torah disclosed

therein as binding?

The theological tensions created by maintaining 

simultaneously both the scripture principle vis-a-vis the 

Hebrew scriptures and a universal mission to the Gentiles 

was always immense, but it was only perceived in its true
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enormity by Marcion in the middle of the second century: 

within the logic of the principle of identity the Hebrew 

scriptures are the very self-communication of God, but how 

can this sometimes vengeful, always localised God be 

reconciled with the loving, universal God of the Christian 

gospel? In other words, how can Christians continue to say 

that the God of Jesus Christ is the divine Author of the 

Hebrew scriptures? Marcion*s answer was that this is an 

impossibility, and for the first time in its brief history 

Christianity was forced to question the value of the 

scripture it had inherited .

In the context of the present discussion, the most

immediate, and yet most astounding conclusion to be drawn 

from the Marcionite controversy is that the scripture 

principle was so deeply held that to question it was 

equivalent to questioning the nature of God. Yet the 

dilemma provoked by Marcion was not simply a straightforward 

theological one, but had important hermeneutical overtones 

also. In the middle of the second century the dominant

exegetical and hermeneutical methods were allegory and 

typology^^, which suited the Christian view that the Hebrew 

scriptures were a preparation for the coming of the Christ. 

Marcion, however, was a literalist, and refused to employ 

these methods, thereby leading himself irreversibly towards 

a conflict between the gospel arid the Hebrew scriptures. 

Within the limits of the hermeneutical methods of the day, 

there was a stark choice between acceptance of the

allegorical and typological methods or having to face the 

theological consequences of rejecting them; the primary 

danger being that if the literal interpretation was over

emphasised, the true meaning of the Scriptures would be lost 

and the way could be left open for the re-establishment of 

the law. Marcion perceived the problem of the scripture 

principle and theological hermeneutics at its most acute, 

and it was this awareness which led him to postulate his 

theory of two Gods, a teaching which was a consequence, not
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a premise, of his basic thinking. The orthodox response to 

Marcion was highly effective. But, as we shall see, in 

many respects it failed to appreciate the depth of the 

problem posed by Marcion and thus resulted in a 

reinforcement of both the prevalent exegetical methods and 

the scripture principle.

Orthodox Christianity’s response to Marcion never 

questioned the fundamental validity for Christianity of the 

Jewish scripture principle, nor the allegorical and  

typological methods of exegesis. Justin, the initiator of  

the orthodox viewpoint, argued, for example, that Leah and  

Rachel were * types* of the synagogue and the church . It 

was Irenaeus, however, who did most to preserve the 

scripture principle by forging a link between it, 

typological exegesis, and a salvation history schema in 

which he argued that both the law of Moses and the grace of 

the gospel were given by the same God^^, who wanted to lead 

humankind through progressive stages of revelation. If the 

Hebrew scriptures appear as the work of a demiurge, it is  

because the one, good God only revealed what was appropriate 

for that stage of salvation history^^. The law was a law 

for the Jews, not for the Christians, although it was all  

the one plan of salvation. As Augustine was later to say, 

"in the old the new is hidden; in the new the old is 

revealed”^^.

The effective consequence of Irenaeus' doctrine was 

that the unity and continuity of the Hebrew and Christian  

scriptures were taken as axiomatic^^. More importantly, the 

scripture principle was reinforced and a salvation history 

schema which saw revelation as complete was established^^. 

Thus, while Marcion cannot be viewed simplistically as the 

originator of the canon, the controversy surrounding his 

ideas did act as the catalyst which prompted the church to 

extract certain books from the multitude of traditions about 

the Lord and declare them to be divinely inspired scripture.  

That this development was a historical contingency caused by
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certain specific events, and not a pre-determined 

theological necessity, was lost sight of in the polemical 

need to reinforce the authority of the church’s choice.

Although scripture in the mode of the principle of 

identity operated as a secondary representative of God*s 

will, and therefore as a generation-bridging organ of 

tradition, it was not the sole vehicle of duration. 

Alongside scripture there remained the apostolic tradition, 

the regula fidei, and the living presence of the Lord in the 

Spirit. In the middle of the second century the primary 

locus of divine/human identity was not the 'new' scripture,  

much of which is still to be accepted as such (i.e., as  

canonical and divinely inspired), but the person of the 

risen Lord and the authoritative witnesses - the memories of 

the apostles which were kept alive primarily in the 

communities which claimed apostolic origin^^. In the 

Marcionite disputes and those surrounding the establishment 

of the canon, the apostles were the primary locus of 

divine/human identity, thus giving rise to the problem of 

the identification of the tradition with the church leaders, 

insofar as the canonical status of the writings in question 

was greatly determined by whether or not they originated in

an apostolic community. But, before Marcion, as Farley
"  I'Kcorrectly points out'~^, the church was ordering its writings

by this method of apostolic appeal without conferring upon

them the status of divinely-inspired sacred scripture.

This brief examination of the process by which early 

Christianity appropriated the scripture principle from 

Judaism, a process in which the Marcionite controversy was 

the catalyst, leads us to conclude that the church resolved 

that controversy by creating both a canon of sacred, 

divinely-inspired scriptures and by placing greater emphasis 

upon the apostolic tradition (including, of course, the  

successors of the apostles) as the secondary representative 

of the Lord. Thus we find two clear loci of the principle 

of identity emerging. In our consideration, this situation
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left Christianity open to two serious possibilities, both as 

yet dormant. Firstly, that, under the aegis of the

scripture principle, it might become a religion of the book. 

Secondly, that, given the existence of two powerful 

claimants to be the locus of divine/human identity, some 

tension would arise between them - i.e., some conflict

between * scripture’ and 'tradition*. It was, however, many  

centuries before these dormant possibilities became a 

reality.

2.2.3.The Scripture Principle as Theological Problem.

a) The Reformation and beyond. With the Reformation  

the problem of scripture took a new turn. The reformers,

reacting against the obvious abuses in the church, appealed 

to scripture over and against what they termed the

Menschensatzungen which claimed to be the authentic

Christian tradition. They rejected the tradition (in the

narrow sense) as a source of revelation, but still 

considered themselves in dialogue with the tradition, as its 

critics and reformers. Only scripture, however, could be 

the criterion by which the tradition was judged, so the

scripture principle as such was not questioned.

Luther, who was no verbal,inspirationalist, rejected 

both the allegorical method of interpretation which had 

dominated for so long and an extreme attachment to the

letter of the text. For him the truth of the word of God 

was not to be found in the philological analysis of the 

scripture, but in the truth of Christ to whom the scriptures 

witnessed, and this truth could only be known by the

testimonium spiritus sancti internum^^ (i.e., by faith).

Thus, while faith was the key hermeneutical principle for 

Luther, it operated in conjunction with the scripture which 

was self-interpreting for those who had faith. Luther's  

principle of scriptura scripturae interpres reinforces the 

principle of identity which grounds the scripture principle
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by linking it irrevocably to the notion of justification by 

faith^^.
Calvin emphasised the scripture principle even more 

strongly, at times coming close to a doctrine of verbal 

inspiration. For him the scripture ’’obtains the same 

complete credit and authority with believers, when they are 

satisfied of its divine origin, as if they had heard the 

very words pronounced by God himself” For Calvin, as for 

Luther, the scriptures offer a place of certainty, an 

authentic locus of the will of God over and against the 

abuses in the church's traditions.

What is remarkable, and all too often forgotten,  

about the Reformation disputes on the issue of scripture and 

tradition, is that the Council of Trent held to the

scripture principle just as firmly as did the reformers^^, 

with the difference b ^ g  that for Trent it was the church 

(i.e., the magisterium) which was the sole legitimate 

interpreter of the scriptures, and not the individual

believer guided by the light of faith^^. Dennis Nineham has  

accurately observed that ”at the Reformation. . . the issue 

was not so much the infallibility of the Bible, , , as the

relationship between the authority of the bible and other 

alleged authorities”^^. As we intimated earlier, the 

possible conflict between two loci of the principle of 

identity had come to pass. Nevertheless, while this  

conflict was not simply a matter of hermeneutics, but of 

fundamental theological differences, it remained that the 

scripture principle as such (i,e,, acceptance of the

scriptures as locus of the principle of identity) was not 

questioned, and the prominence of the twofold question of 

hermeneutics (who correctly interprets the scripture?) and 

polemics (what or who can be considered the prime

authority?) overshadowed the substantial and crucial 

question of what it means to say that the scripture is 

'sacred', 'inspired', or 'authoritative' at all.

Despite the fact that a literalist view of verbal
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inspiration of the scriptures was something which Luther and 

most of the reformers stopped short of, just such a view was 

adopted by Protestant orthodoxy in its battles with the 

Counter-Reformation. For example, Quenstedt wrote that

Canonical Sacred Scripture is the in

fallible truth, free of any error; • . • •

In Canonical Sacred Scripture there is no  

lie, no falsehood, not even the tiniest of 

errors, either in content or in words.

Rather, each and every thing contained in 

it is altogether true, be it dogmatic or

moral or historical, chronological, topo-
80graphical, or onomastic .

Protestant orthodoxy was at heart a religion of the book,  

and as such it was the fulfilment of a potential which we 

have observed to have been latent in Christianity since its 

adoption of the scripture principle. Why this religion of 

the book did not appear on the scene sooner than it  

eventually did is impossible to say, other than that the 

strong counter-balance of the claims of the successors of

the apostles to also be a locus of the principle of identity 

was probably the primary factor. ,

With the advent of historical criticism in the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and the consternation 

caused by the theories of Reimarus, Lessing and Strauss, the  

book-religion of Protestant orthodoxy was rocked to its very  

foundations. The impact of Enlightenment rationality, which 

adopted historical criticism within a synthesis of reason 

and revelation, is still being felt today. It is not 

necessary for us to describe its influence other than to

concur with Peter Stiihlmacher' s remark that the option "on

behalf of historical criticism has most heavily burdened and

still oppresses the church of the Reformation, dependent as 

no other on the capability and effectiveness of its
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theological interpretation of scripture' . However, we 

might add that the church of Rome also shares this burden, 

if we are correct in asserting that the Council of Trent 

held to the scripture principle as firmly as did the 

reformers.

An example of the crisis for the scripture principle 

which the advent of historical criticism generated in Roman 

Catholic theology is the encyclical letter Providentissimus 

Deus of 1 893 in which Leo XIII gave the first major official  

pronouncement on the questions raised by modern biblical 

criticism. While ostensibly welcoming scientific research 

into scripture, the encyclical reaffirms that "all the books 

in their entirety. . . with all their parts, have been

written under the dictation of the Holy Spirit. 

[Therefore] it is utterly impossible that divine inspiration
Q O

could contain any error" . This statement bears a clear

affiliation with the view of Quenstedt and is a perfect

example of two of Farley's middle axioms of the principle of 

identity, namely those of leveling and immutability. A

further examination of the official Roman Catholic teaching 

on scripture up to Vatican Two confirms that the scripture

principle in its strongest form of the doctrine of verbal

inspiration was as dominant in post-Tridentine Roman
O  *3

Catholicism as it was in Protestant Orthodoxy .

This apparently startling conclusion, which has 

produced these strange bedfellows, is not so surprising when 

we understand that the view of scripture promulgated here is 

the direct consequence of holding to the principle of

identity. Nevertheless, with the advent of historical- 

critical methods of biblical exegesis, both Protestant and

Roman Catholc theology had to attempt to go beyond the 

cruder expressions of the scripture principle which 

characterized Protestant Orthodoxy and official church 

documents such as Providentissimus Deus. That movement was 

not as acute for Roman Catholicism as it was for

Protestantism, which, as Stuhlmacher remarks, was greatly
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dependent on the Bible and, in effect, upon the scripture 

principle also. It is beyond the scope of the present work 

to deal with all the responses of Protestant theology to the 

problem of the scripture principle and modern critical 

historical thinking. Instead we shall concentrate our 

attention upon what is probably the most daring attempt in 

the modern era to solve the theological problems engendered 

by the scripture principle, namely the neo-orthodox theology 

of Karl Barth.

b) Barth; scripture and the Word of G od. With the  

collapse of the Orthodoxy which had so closely identified 

the text of scripture with the very Word of God, Protestant  

theology had to come to terms with the very real possibility 

that its sure foundation for the historical continuity of 

the Christian faith was irretrievably undermined. If the 

scriptures were inconsistent, often self-contradictory, 

fallible human documents like any others, then how could 

they claim to be the revelation of God which guaranteed that  

the faith of the believer today is the same faith as that of 

Paul, Augustine, Luther and Calvin?

The most radical response to this dilemma came in the  

theology of Karl Barth. Rejecting the Liberal Protestantism 

of the nineteenth century, which,he considered to have made 

Christianity into a pale reflection of the spirit of the 

age, Barth set out to restore the great Reformation themes 

of sin and grace, justification by faith in Christ, and the 

power of the Word of God to the centre of the theological  

stage. From the outset what Barth considered to be a 

correct theological estimation of scripture was at the heart 

of his project. Conscious of the disastrous effects of 

Protestant Orthodoxy’s identification of the Word of God  

with every iota of scripture, Barth wished to restore the 

vibrant sense of scripture which he saw in the reformers.

Already, in the first edition of his celebrated
O A

Epistle to the Romans , Barth showed that he was conscious
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of the problem of scripture in the face of critical 

historical thinking, in this case in relation to the 

historical-critical method of biblical exegesis. As we have 

already seen in the case of the Roman Catholic neo-orthodoxy 

of Yves Congar and Dei Verbum^,̂ the possibility of  

Scripture acting as a divinely-guaranteed diachronic  

structure of tradition is linked closely to the doctrine of 

inspiration. So also for Barth:

The historical-critical method of Bible 

investigation has its rightful place: it

is concerned with the preparation of the 

intelligence - and this can never be

superfluous. But, were I driven to choose 

between it and the venerable doctrine of 

inspiration, I should without hesitation 

adopt the latter, which has a broader, 

deeper, and more important justification.

The doctrine of inspiration is concerned

with the labour of apprehending, without

which no technical equipment, however  

complete, is of any use whatever. 

Fortunately, I am not compelled to

choose®^.

The final phrase in this passage is telling: why was Barth

not compelled to choose between divine inspiration and the

historical — critical method? The answer to this became

startlingly clear in the first two volumes of Church

Dogmatics. There Barth makes it clear that he makes a

strict separation between the Word of God and scripture, a

separation which was already present in latent form in the

passage just quoted from Romans. For Barth the Word of God

comes to us in three forms: preaching, scripture, and, most
87importantly, Jesus Christ '; and because God*s revelation is

dynamic, not static, the biblical word cannot be directly

- 121-



identified with the Word of God^^, in the sense that 

Protestant Orthodoxy understood that identity. For Barth, 

the bible is of little practical value on the human level, 

because its contents are not concerned with correct human 

thoughts about God, but with correct divine thoughts about 

h u m a n i t y .

This latter assertion differs from the common 

manifestations which we have seen of the principle of 

identity in that while it still asserts identity between 

divine will and human expression, it does so in quite a  

different way. Has Barth thereby abandoned the doctrine of  

inspiration and the scripture principle which we have seen 

to go hand in hand with that doctrine? No; for while Barth 

rejects an a priori inspiration which identifies scripture 

and God's word, he reaffirms inspiration as something which 

occurs a posteriori as an event: "where the Word of God is  

an event, revelation and the Bible are one in fact, and word 

for word one at that"^^.

Thus, by placing the doctrine of inspiration under 

the aegis of a revelatory event, Barth removes the theo

logical function of scripture from the realm of historical 

questioning altogether and so attempts to guarantee its  

effectiveness as a diachronic structure of continuity. 

Despite its obvious human limitations, scripture gives us 

the certainty of authentic continuity in time because God*s 

revelation continues and scripture participates in this 

divine guarantee by means of its role as witness to 

revelation: "the unity of revelation guarantees the unity

of the Biblical witness in spite of and within its utter 

multiplicity, in fact contradictoriness"

For Barth the concept of witness is the only possible 

connecting-point between the biblical word and the Word of 

God that is revelation; yet there is no doubt but that the 

scripture principle as we have outlined it continues to be 

strongly operative in his whole treatment of this question.  

In his own words: "so far as the Bible attests revelation
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” 0 9
it is no less the Word of God than revelation itself  ̂ .

This betrays the fact that Barth has not really resolved the 

conflict with critical historical thinking involved in 

defending the scripture principle, but he has, by 

introducing the notion of * witness*, transferred the point 

of debate from the cruder issue of the doctrine of verbal 

inspiration to the higher theological level of the general 

question of revelation^^

Barth correctly perceived that Liberal Protestant  

theology would finally result in the complete abandonment of 

the scripture principle (de facto this had more or less  

already occurred) and as a response to this situation his 

retrieval of the doctrine of inspiration was clever to the 

point of ingenuity. By positing the certainty of diachronic 

continuity as occurring not primarily in the text itself, 

but in a series of synchronic, divinely-inspired revelatory 

events, Barth circumvented the problems of the encounter 

between the old orthodoxy and the historical-critical method 

of biblical exegesis. But, ingenious as this move was, it 

remains fundamentally flawed because it retains an identity 

betweeen the divine will and the text of scripture, albeit 

in a new and revitalised form. On one level Barth realised 

that tjie orthodox expression of the principle of identity 

between God ’s will and the very .words of the biblical text  

was no longer viable in an age of rational and historical 

thinking, but on another level he realised that for the 

scriptures to retain the pre-eminent role that they had 

played in Protestant theology as the locus of the continuity  

of revelation in time, the principle of identity had to be 

retained in some form^^. Therefore, he formally rejected 

the principle of identity as it had been formulated in 

Orthodox notions of inspiration, but actually retained it by 

making the notion of scripture as 'witness' to revelation 

the Ankniipfungspunkt^^ between the biblical text and the 

Word of God,

Rudolf Bultmann, in a letter to Barth, captured
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succinctly how Barth, despite his protestations to the 

contrary, retained this metaphysical point of divine/human 

identity:

You are guided by a concern that theology 

should achieve emancipation from 

philosophy. You try to achieve this by

ignoring philosophy. The price you pay

for this is that of falling prey to an

outdated philosophy, , . , [namely] the 

older ontology from patristic and 

scholastic dogmatics^^.

However, notwithstanding the limitations of Barth ’s  

response to the problem of scripture and critical historical 

thinking, it must be admitted that the scripture principle  

as retained by Barth is much more subtle than the scripture 

principle which the early Christians saw in Judaism and 

which Barth himself saw in Protestant Orthodoxy, One of the

major modifications to the Jewish scripture principle which

the early Christians made, and which was lost in Protestant 

Orthodoxy but regained by Barth, concerns the genre of 

scripture^^. As Farley points out^^, accepting the genre of 

scripture as narrative entails a conflict with the middle 

axioms of the principle of identity, especially the axiom of 

leveling, thus giving rise to a fundamental ambivalence 

concerning the application of the scripture principle to 

texts construed as narrative. In other words, to read 

scripture as narrative or story while retaining the 

principle of identity which demands that it be read, in all 

its parts, as an accurate reflection of divine volition, 

gives rise to tension between the two genres.

We can see this tension in Barth also. We have 

already seen how Barth attempted to overcome the problems 

associated with the divergent views of Orthodoxy and 

Liberalism by shifting the relation between the bible and
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the divine will onto the plane of revelation-as-event by- 

means of the concept of witness, but retained the principle 

of identity in that relation. This enabled Barth to avoid 

the extremes of verbal inspirationalism (total leveling and 

immutability) by reading scripture as revelation-through- 

narrative^^, but not to avoid retaining the main impetus of 

the scripture principle. For while Barth succeeded in 

avoiding the pitfalls of orthodoxy, his own emphasis on the 

revelatory function of narrative led him into what D.F.Ford 

has succinctly described as a ’’metaphysics of the gospel  

story ”^^^. It is the personal presence of God, addressing  

the hearer of the narrative that makes the narrative the 

authoritative locus of the divine will^^^, and thus the 

locus of the principle of identity.

David Kelsey has noted that ’’the only reason to adopt  

Barth ’s hypothesis would seem to be the fact. . . that it

describes the way scripture actually does function in the 

experiences of members of the Christian community "^^^.  

This, however, should make us suspicious, for it is 

precisely the successful function of a theological theme 

which can lead to it becoming a dimension of what Farley has 

called "the logic of triumph"^^^ which goes along with the  

principle of identity. Whatever our final judgement on 

Barth - and with Barth there will always be controversy - we 

can see that he epitomises the' ambivalence towards the 

scripture principle which Farley notes attends a reading of 

scripture as narrative, for he comprehends the dangers of 

the scripture principle but remains incapable of repudiating 

it.

However, we must also acknowledge that Barth was only 

being consistent with what the church had done since 

Marcion, and that is to defend the existence of a divinely- 

inspired canon of scripture which is not authoritative 

merely on the basis of consensus, narrative power or some 

other variable criterion. Although variable and debatable 

criteria such as consensus or origin did often play an
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important role initially (e.g., as for Irenaeus), they 

become secondary, even irrelevant, as soon as the doctrine 

of inspiration is accepted. Barth displays this tendency 

perfectly when he says that ’’the bible constitutes itself 

the canon. It is the canon because it imposes itself upon 

the church as such, and continually does so”^^^. As this 

statement betrays, Barth, in order to be consistent with his 

wider concept of revelation, finally had to capitulate to 

the scripture principle. The inherent tensions in the 

doctrine of inspiration, combined with Barth's Protestant  

suspicion of purely phenomenological claims to continuity, 

led him back towards that same doctrine of inspiration by 

means of the retention of a principle of identity in the 

notion of scripture as narrative.

We have seen, therefore, how even Barth, who 

represented one of the best defences possible for the 

scripture principle, fails to hold that principle together. 

The scripture principle fails for the same reasons that the 

principle of identity on which it is founded fails: it links 

human expressions in a mythological way to the divine will, 

and thus paints the divine as interfering in the world in 

the mode of an in-the-world being. If this is God, then, as  

Farley^suggests, this God is either an incomparable bungler  

or a sadist.

2.2.4. Conclusion; Critique of the Scripture

Principle as a Metaphysical Principle of Continuity.

In the first chapter we outlined Edward Farley's  

critique of the "principle of identity" which he sees as a 

bastion of an authoritarian theological method. We further 

analysed the notion of identity with the assistance of 

Jacques Derrida and Martin Heidegger. In this chapter we 

have tested Farley's critique of the principle of identity  

by analysing claims to continuity in both Roman Catholic and 

Protestant neo-orthodox theologies. In so doing we have
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found the principle of identity to be clearly operative in 

these theologies.

At first glance, our emphasis on the principle of 

identity in this critique may appear to have been an 

incorrect one, for tradition and continuity are historical 

concepts and therefore would seem to be more influenced by 

an operative concept of salvation history, while the 

principle of identity would seem to be a synchronic point of 

identity in the historical framework. It will already be 

evident from what has gone before that this view of things 

is not adequate, for the principle of identity also extends 

diachronically. At this point therefore, we can offer the 

following summation of how our critique of the principle of 

identity applies to the theological concept of tradition: 

the principle of identity, which is at the heart of neo

orthodox theological concepts of scripture and tradition as 

they are understood as foundations of authoritative 

continuity in time, is a metaphysical and theological

*logocentrism' which is no longer tenable at the present 

moment of the crisis of metaphysics.

This definition owes a great deal to Edward Farley in 

its conclusion and to Jacques Derrida in its expression. As 

we saw in the first chapter^^^, Derrida has undermined some 

of the most cherished assumptions of classical western 

metaphysics. In our treatment of Derrida we saw that the 

metaphysical concept of * presence', in the sense of a

fullness at a particular point in time, is seriously 

deficient because it ignores the fact that every 'present* 

is constituted by 'traces' of both the past and the future 

(and that this 'past' and this 'future' are not 'presents' 

that are gone or yet to come, but are themselves marked by 

other 'traces'). Derrida's thought, therefore, radically 

temporalises classical metaphysics, which has always

expressed itself in categories of timelessness and 

permanence. And, when a metaphysics believes that it has

achieved such timelessness, its expressions of this
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achievement are called * truths*. These truths are not 

subject to the contingencies of time: thus the Platonic

concepts of the good, of truth and of beauty, the scholastic 

attributes of God, and the Cartesian certainty of the self 

are not perceived as historical hypotheses, but as timeless 

metaphysical certainties.

It follows from the logic of this metaphysics that if 

these concepts are to be true to their own claims then they 

must not simply be true at a particular moment in time, but 

they must also maintain that truth diachronically• In fact, 

it can only be the case that classical metaphysics, by 

extending the non-temporalised 'present* over time (*time*, 

in this framework being a series of *presents'!), creates a 

concept of history as a continuum. Thus, the diachronic 

dimension of the metaphysics of presence creates a thread of 

*logocentrism* in which all historical occurrences and 

experiences may be gathered around a number of central 

metaphysical concepts which bind them into a unified and 

rational system of thought in which each phenomenon has its 

rightful and particular place. However, despite the fact 

that, as we made clear in Chapter One, such metaphysical 

concepts of time and history have been under attack since 

Nietzsche, this metaphysics of * presence* and of 

* continuity* remains strong in our Western languages and in 

Christian theology. Nowhere is this more evident than in 

the theologies which we have been examining in this chapter.

As we have shown in conjunction with Farley, the 

principle of identity has operated in theology as an 

extension into history of the divine will. As such it is a 

metaphysical principle which has acted as a principle of 

unity and coherence for the Christian tradition, which 

would otherwise be a more pluralist and disparate 

phenomenon. The principle of identity allows the tradition 

to be trusted, despite its ambiguity and plurality, because 

it reflects the will of God. It allows scripture to be 

viewed as God*s written and definitive word in spite of the
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findings of historical and critical research which have 

discredited many theories of inspiration. It is the 

principle of identity between a historical human expression 

and the divine will which lends a permanence and authority 

to these otherwise changing and relative expressions. What 

emerges from this is a certain concept of salvation history. 

Without the principle of identity, the concept of salvation 

history, in which all history is moving undeviatingly 

towards its fulfilment, would not make sense as a concept, 

because such a history must have a guiding metaphysical 

logos. Farley, in his treatment of these concepts, fails to 

see how deeply this logocentric metaphysics pervades the 

concept of salvation history and, therefore, despite clearly 

recognising the principle of identity as being important 

diachronically, he does not appreciate that the principle of 

identity is fundamental to the concept of salvation history. 

In our view, however, it is the principle of identity which 

must be subjected to the strictest critique, as it is the 

pivotal point on which revolves the logocentric assumption 

of a continuous historical process which creates both 

integralism and the scripture principle.

In our critique of Congar's neo-orthodox Roman

Catholic notion of tradition, we saw that scripture, 

tradition and magisterium are bound together in an

integralist structure which rests upon its own authority. 

We have also seen that the classical Roman Catholic view of 

scripture does not differ greatly from the classical

Protestant view - i.e., it contains strong elements of

leveling and immutability. In Roman Catholicism, however, 

the most dominant middle axiom of the principle of identity 

remains the secondary representation of the divine will in 

the hierarchical magisterium. Here we see all the middle 

axioms of the principle of identity in a strongly 

integralist theology which has given Roman Catholicism its 

confidence that the tradition as it represents it is 

divinely guaranteed. But, as we have shown, the principle
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of identity is fundamentally a metaphysics of presence, a 

metaphysics of authority which binds together several 

thousand years of the most pluralistic religious 

expressions, and which grounds authorities which become the 

sole legitimate interpreters of the tradition.

To undermine the metaphysics which grounds this 

concept of tradition is to burst apart this integralism and 

to sever the thread of inexorable historical continuity. It 

is to reject a totalising, teleological concept of tradition 

in which everything is judged against the synthesis of human 

expression and divine will. To reject the logocentric 

principle of identity is to welcome the changes wrought by 

time, the rich pluralism of cultural and religious 

expression, and to recognize the ambiguity of all religious 

belief, actions, statements, worship and structures. Of 

course, we do not claim that we have suddenly discovered 

religious plurality or cultural diversity, but what we have 

done is to show how all of these various expressions cannot 

any longer be viewed as inferior or as aberrations from some 

golden norm. In any particular religion, the diversity of 

expression, seen as dangerous by the house of authority, must 

be accepted as inherent to the tradition.

^Most of what we have just said of Roman Catholic  

integralism is equally valid of those theologies which  

adhere more closely to the scripture principle. It has 

become evident from both Farley's critique of the principle  

of identity and our own testing of that critique, that both  

the integralist emphasis and the scripture principle 

emphasis share a common interest in retaining that concept 

of tradition which we have seen to be a metaphysics of 

continuity. This continuity is achieved, as we have seen, 

by appeal to authoritative points of divine/human identity.

However, it must be admitted that even in these 

theologies, a consciousness is often evident of the danger 

of too extravagant a claim for divine/human identity, and 

this is especially evident in Protestantism, which views

- 130-



most such claims with suspicion. For this reason, our 

analysis of Barth as a possible representative of the 

principle of identity was particularly interesting, for 

Barth is not immediately identifiable as a defender of the 

underlying metaphysics of the principle of identity. One 

half of the Barthian dialectic - the absence of God in the 

modern consciousness - (what Eberhard Jiingel has called "the 

worldly non-necessity of God”^^^) is concomitant with our 

critique of the metaphysics of identity, but as Thomas 

Altizer noteŝ^,̂ Barth abandoned the possibility of a 

postmodern theology. We have shown here how Barth reverted 

to the scripture principle through the metaphysics of 

narrative and the idea of scripture as witness-to- 

revelation. Barth, despite his protestations, did retain 

elements of a metaphysics of divine/human identity. 

However, as we noted, the most extreme point of this 

identity in Protestantism is not Barth but the religion of 

the book of Protestant Orthodoxy.

The major upshot of this critique of a metaphysics of 

identity in certain theological estimations of scripture is 

that the role of scripture as a locus of the expression of 

the divine will over time - i.e., scripture as an organ of 

’tradition* - is no longer defensible. No more than 

integralist theologies can claim a golden thread of 

certainty in time, neither can scripture function as the

univocal locus of where the divine voice is heard in 

history. Scripture is not the expression of the divine 

will, to be appealed to as in a court of law; it cannot 

offer an absolute viewpoint on the human situation. As with 

the neo-orthodox notion of tradition, many theologians have 

come to accept this critique. Nevertheless, a nostalgia for 

the certainty of the divine voice of scripture remains 

strong. What we have done in this chapter, is to show that

a return to neo-orthodox theologies which adhere to the

principle of identity is impossible. However, very few

theologians have taken up the challenge of thinking through
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the consequences of the crisis of metaphysics by attempting 

to develop a theology which would desist from the temptation 

to seek univocal expressions of divine/human identity in 

time. In Part Two of the thesis we shall examine the 

possibilities of developing just such a theology. We begin 

in Chapter Three with an analysis of the work of Mark C.  

Taylor, one of the first theologians to have accepted this  

challenge, before proceeding in Chapter Four to our own  

suggestions for a postmodern theology of tradition.
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PART TWO

RESPONSES
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3. DECONSTRUCTING TRADITION:

MARK C. TAYLOR *S ** POSTMODERN A/THEOLOGY”

3,1, Taylor’s "Postmodern A/T heology”,

We begin Part Two of the thesis, in which we examine  

the pos sibilities of a postmodern theology of tradition,  

with an analysis of Mark C, Taylor*s ’’postmodern a/t helogy”.  

Taylor is one of the leading postmodernist theologians and  

hi s work offers a particularly good insight into the

theological path s that have been opened up by the thinking  

of Derrida, Foucault and others. In this presentation and  

critique of the primary theological as sertions made by  

Taylor, we s hall pay particular attention to the question of  

hi story and tradition, and how these are related in his  

theology. We have already seen how the notion of tradition  

is closely bound up with the metaphy sical question of the  

establis hing and diachronic preservation of identity, so we  

s hall s how particular interest in how Taylor deals with the  

question of identity. We begin with a presentation of  

Taylor’s main points, highlighting those which are of  

special interest in the context of the present work. We

then offer a detailed critique of the conclusions reached by  

Taylor on the pos sibility of .tradition and continuity,  

paying particular attention to the theological framework  

which Taylor holds up for deconstruction. At this

preliminary point of the discus sion, therefore, we can pose

a general question to Taylor’s ’’postmodern a/theology": does  

hi s work expres s sufficient awarenes s of the depth of the  

problem of tradition as a problem of identity in time, and  

how, as we saw in our analysis of neo-orthodoxy, other  

important theological questions such as those of scripture  

and authority revolve around this central issue?
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3,1.1, Taylor’s Deconstruction of Theology.

Taylor’s * deconstruction* of theology takes place in 

the shadow of the modern theological happening of the 'death 

of God*. The beginning of the death of God in the Cartesian 

turn to the subject which is self-constituting through

thought, culminates in the starkness of Nietzsche's cry: 

"Where has God gone?. . . I shall tell you. We have killed  

him - you and I. We are all his murderers”^. The en

lightened self which is the product of Cartesian rationality 

can only be its dominant self when the transcendent God, the 

ground of all selves, is done away with. Thus, the 'death 

of God', as conceived in terms of enlightenment rationalism, 

comes to full expression in a humanistic atheism in which 

the self-contained human subject casts off the dominance of  

the original Self, the transcendent creator-God, and

replaces it with self-dominance and self-mastery.

However, humanistic atheism, while successfully 

rejecting the dominant and masterful God of transcendence,  

does not succeed in overcoming dominance and mastery. 

Instead, the humanistic atheist inverts the God-human  

equation and, in an inverted Feuerbachian move of 

transference, the rationalistic self takes the attributes of 

the transcendent Self as its own. In the Hegelian terms

favoured by Taylor:

this reversal reveals the slave's struggle 

against the master to be a struggle for 

mastery. By transferring the predicates

of divinity to the human subject, the  

humanistic atheist inverts, but fails to 

subvert, the logic of repression. With 

this inversion, the problem of mastery and 

slavery is relocated rather than resolved.
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The death of the sovereign God now appears
o

to be the death of the sovereign self” .

For the humanistic atheist it is not enough to deny God, but 

the Cartesian heritage demands that the new human self 

appropriates the attributes of the divine Self. Taylor 

correctly sees this as an affirmation of "the non-
o

contradictory logic of identity”~̂. In Derridean terms this  

move of transference may be read as a search for full 

presence, an exclusion of difference and an escape from 

alterity into a logic of identity which absorbs the Other 

Self that is God into the new self that is the humanistic 

atheist. From the perspective of a deconstructive thinking, 

which tries to show the instability of every pretension to 

mastery and full presence, one of the failures of enlight

enment modernism is its inability to extend the critique of  

the divine Self to the human self also. "How", asks

Nietzsche, "shall we, the murderers of all murderers, 

console ourselves?"^. For the leading conspirator, the  

humanistic atheist, consolation comes by taking the mantle 

of the deposed king. The murder of the chief conspirator, 

the modern self of the Cartesian heritage, is the task of 

postmodern thinking, which seeks no such consolation.

Taylor, therefore, moves from the deconstruction of

the theological notion of the transcendent God to the 

deconstruction of the enlightenment notion of self^. The  

time of selfhood, he argues, extends from Augustine to 

Hegel, and it is Hegel who draws the conclusions from

Augustine’s portrayal of God as auto-affection and self-

consciousness: all subjectivity is radically reflexive. To

think about reflection is to think about oneself thinking 

about thinking. The human subject, then, is the image of 

the divine Self, but the divine can only be known through a 

mediator, an image, the logos-Christ. The 'true* human self 

becomes an image of the image of God: imitatio Christi. The 

self is a sign of a sign.

- 136-



Turning to the Derridean theme of the impossibility 

of complete presence, Taylor argues, in relation to 

Augustine*s Confessions, that autobiography is an attempt to 

gain the identity of selfhood by gathering experiences into 

a totality or pattern and relating them as narrative. This 

self appears to be more a literary creation than a literal 

fact. The act of nomination, at its most apparent in auto

biography, is an act of representation which attempts to 

represent a presence which never is. In other words, 

presentation of self is actually representation of the imago 

Dei. Therefore, ’’there is no identity without repetition” ; 

identity is only possible through imitatio. Identity, says 

Taylor, and here he is referring primarily (though not 

exclusively) to the identity of the individual, has both a 

synchronic and a diachronic factor; but these factors should 

not be seen simplistically as spatial and temporal 

respectively, because time and space are always 

interconnected. This play of the synchronic and diachronic 

factors is not allowed if identity and * sameness* are viewed 

as co-extensive. Therefore, although he does not

acknowledge this, Taylor employs Heidegger's notion of * the 

same'̂  in order to capture the interconnection of time and 

space: * the same* is not a simple identity, it is identity

and difference, and ”only the presence of difference calls 

identity forth”̂ .

What Taylor is attempting to say here may be seen 

more clearly if put in Heidegger's own terms. Identity is 

normally conceived as a unity, but this formulation actually 

conceals what the principle of identity is trying to say, 

namely, that identity is a relation (e.g. the fomulation 

”A=A” is a relation involving two elements which are the 

same). Therefore, because sameness involves a relation, a 

connection, it also involves an other, a difference. Total 

identity, full presence, is elusive. This brings us again to 

Derrida's critique of logocentric metaphysics: complete

identity (temporal, spatial, spatio-temporal) is an
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impossibility. Presence must include absence; identity must 

include difference. Therefore, both self-identity and self

presence are elusive; the self, like the transcendent God, 

must ’die*. Like the ’present*, the ’self* exists between  

"memory and expectation (retention and p r o t e n t i o n ) . The 

*self*, then, is but a trace and ”the trace is the erasure 

of selfhood, of one*s own presence”^^.

With both God and self ’dead* and autobiography  

(narration of the totalised experiences of the self) an 

impossibility, history, argues Taylor, has come to an *end’;  

at least the logocentric concept of history which has  

dominated Western thought. However, the logos of history,  

while it is assumed to be always there, is never self-  

evident, and must be uncovered by interpretation. After the 

Marcionite controversy^^ this took the form, for Christian 

theology, of typological exegesis, which is in itself  

logocentric, as it is the divine logos which dispels the  

darkness and allows clarity of scriptural interpretation to
1 o

take place^*^. This means that "typological interpretation  

has significant implications for the Western view of  

h i s t o r y " .  For example, Paul’s interpretation of Christ as 

the new Adam portrays a salvation history schema in which  

creation, fall and redemption are integrally related, thus  

giving a coherence to history in general. We have already  

analysed this relationship between'the logocentric principle  

of identity and a salvation history schema which is the  

reflection of the divine will^^ and no w we see Taylor  

offering a corresponding critique of typological inter

pretation and the concept of history which it evokes, in  

which "the divine logos is the thread that draws together  

beginning, middle and end, to form a coherent totality"^^.

Such a view of history has close links to narrative,  

as narrative creates a structured whole in which everything  

is assigned a definite place and meaning. The Christian  

narrative is a sacred story, and "sacred stories can leave  

no loose ends"^^. Like all totalising narratives, the
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sacred story of Christianity is thoroughly logocentric, in

that it demands an interpretation in which meaning and

totality are **discovered within events rather than imposed
1 7upon them from without’* . But, says Taylor, we have seen 

narrative itself to be a created fiction, so to the extent 

that history is founded upon a concept of narrative it too 

involves fiction, insofar as its logos seems not so much to 

be revealed as invented. This leads Taylor to conclude that 

’’history itself is a trope"^^.

In our critique of Barth in the previous chapter, we  

saw how he retained the principle of identity in the notion 

of narrative^^, and we can now, with Taylor, extend our 

critique of that particular metaphysics to the wider frame

work of the theological concept of history-as-narrative. We 

can concur, therefore, with Taylor's view that the goal of 

narrative is "the enjoyment of plenitude, i.e. a total 

presence, undisturbed by difference and absence*’̂ ^. As with  

all logocentrisms, ’history* is subverted and the illusion 

of continuous identity in time is shattered.

History-as-narrative is a purposeful process, the 

meaning of which can be represented. The locus of this rep

resentation, says Taylor, is the 'book*. But, with the 

'death* of God and self, history has come to an *end* and 

the *book* must be closed. This is the final link in 

Taylor*s deconstruction of these central symbols of 

Christian theology. He begins his critique of the concept  

of the *book* by saying boldly that "Christianity is a 

religion of the book and the West is a book culture"^^. 

This assertion borders on the disingenuous, as we shall show 

in our critique, but for the moment it is important to  

clarify exactly what Taylor is referring to when he speaks 

of the * book *.

Following Derrida, Taylor views the notion of the 

'book* as a claimant to full presence. For Derrida, "the 

idea of the book is the idea of a totality, finite or
o o

infinite, of the signifier" . The book is a complete unit,
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a circle, a volumen. It is "a living whole in which all 

parts are integrally related as members of a single 

organism”; on this basis Taylor claims that ’’inasmuch as the 

book forms an ordered totality, it is, like history, 

logocentric"^^. For the Christian, the possessor of the 

Book of books, the centre of the Book is the incarnate 

logos: the beginning of creation and the end-time of the

kingdom revolve around this centre. From this perspective, 

nature, the world, is a book wherein we find expressed the 

work of the Author-God, Nature as *book* (i,e,, as 

totality, completion, work of the divine Author) would then 

seem to be ’’the absolute adequation of presence and 

representation”^^. This, however, is not so, because the 

divine Author is not presented as identical with his work, 

but is present only through the work. Therefore, the 

presence of the divine Author involves his absence.

The function of the book is mimetic, to represent the 

Author. But, if the book succeeds in its task and achieves 

perfect mimesis, then it has destroyed itself, because 

"perfect mimesis is no longer mimesis. If imitation were to 

realize itself completely, it would negate itself by 

actually becoming the thing imitated”^^. To go further, and 

develop an important idea from Derrida, one can say that if 

mimesis is an attempt to represent a complete original, and 

if such mimesis is posible, ' then the original is 

supplemented and is therefore not complete . When this is 

admitted, it radically calls into question the notion of 

origin and leads to the suspicion that the * origin' is not 

original, but is a later constuct.

In Derridean terms all of this is to say that the 

origin is constituted retrospectively "by a non-origin, the
o 7

trace, which thus becomes the origin of origin" , What 

this means, says Taylor, is that "authorship is no longer 

restricted to the slavish imitation of a Book that has
o o

already been written" , but is a genuinely creative 

enterprise. This creativity is not mimesis, but rather
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poesis, and the creator is not the divine but the human 

subject^^. Whether or not we agree with this latter 

assertion, this Derridean critique of mimesis has important 

consequences in the light of our critique of the secondary 

representation operative in orthodox and neo-orthodox 

theologies. Such secondary representation is another name 

for a mimetic theology. In Chapter Four we shall attempt to  

outline an alternative methodology for theology after the 

breaking of mimetic representation.

While all of Taylor's deconstruction of theology has 

the question of tradition and continuity as an underlying 

theme, it is only towards the end of the first part of 

Erring that he deals explicitly with the question. He 

recognizes the link between authority and tradition,  

although he neglects to demonstrate how this actually 

occurs, as we have done in Chapter Two. He argues that  

tradition maintains orthodoxy by establishing paternity and 

the genealogical line, so that heterodoxy is excluded. 

Taylor quotes Foucault to the effect that tradition "makes  

it possible to rethink the dispersal of history in the form 

of the same; it allows a reduction of the difference proper 

to every beginning, in order to pursue without discontinuity
or)

the endless search for the origin"-^^. Tradition, in other 

words, unifies and rules by providing the certainty of

diachronic identity.

In order to rule, says Taylor, the tradition requires
0-1

masterpieces. The "masterpiece”-̂ ,̂ which bears a striking
•3 0

likeness to David Tracy's notion of the "classic" , has its 

origins in the past, but confronts us in the present by

projecting future possibilities. In this way it makes a 

claim upon us, and thus has a certain 'revelatory' quality. 

The power of tradition, therefore, "lies less in its 

tendency to be proclaimed than in its capacity to pro-claim. 

The masterpiece is the effective bearer of this claiming 

power" . This "claiming power" of the masterpiece engages

us as a partner in conversation and the "goal of a
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comversation with tradition is nothing less than a 

"communion” that realizes the fullness of presence. The 

masterpiece keeps the tradition alive through a process of 

repeated re-presentation”^^. The masterpiece is the centre 

of tradition because its capacity to make claims upon every 

generation gives it a diachronic power which never weakens. 

However, argues Taylor, like every attempt at mastery, the 

logic of the masterpiece finally subverts itself. In 

representing authority and transmitting tradition, the 

master-“piece seeks to dominate. In so doing, it creates  

servitude, and the interplay of mastery and servitude under 

mines the masterpiece by opening it to "the other, which it 

struggles to dominate, repress or exclude"^^. Once again 

presence is elusive and the line of tradition is broken.

3.1.2 Taylor ’s Deconstructive A/Theology.

With the deconstruction of the four major themes of 

God, self, history and book now complete, Taylor begins to 

develop his own deconstructive "a/theology” in parallel with 

these themes, his aim being to elaborate on the insights 

gained in the deconstruction. In Chapter Five, entitled 

"Writing of God", Taylor relates his conclusions on the

M e a t h ’ of God to Derrida ’s notion of ecriture as the

subversion of the logocentrism evident in the prioritizing 

of speech over writing^^. For Taylor "the ’end ’ of the book  

is the ’beginning ’ of writing", for which "origin is  

inaccessible and originality illusory and. . . ends are

elusive and definitfv^e conclusions impossible"^^. But how

does all of this relate to the ’death ’ of God? The answer,  

says Taylor, is a radical Christology of the word: "the

divine ’i s ’ the incarnate word. . . . [which] spells the

death of God who alone is God"^®. God and writing 

(Derrida ’s archi-ecriture) are intertwined through the  

medium of a word which becomes incarnate; writing the word  

’God* is the being of the word ’God ’. Taylor claims that

- 142-



"God is what word means and word is what "Cod’* means. To 

interpret God as word is to understand the divine as 

scripture or writing"^^. What Taylor is saying here is that 

the idea of God has classically functioned as an ultimate 

trascendental signified or referent, and that the *death* of 

the transcendent God opens the way for God to be thought of 

in terms of a non-referential system which gives priority to 

the signifier over the signified. Writing is just such a  

system, as Derrida has shown it to be.

The metaphysical and commonsense assumption that 

signs (signifiers) point to things (signifieds) is not a 

* reality* but a construct of consciousness, and conscious

ness, therefore, cannot come to know the thing in itself, 

because the sign is also the thing. The transcendent God, 

the ultimate trascendental referent, is not a 'thing* which 

can be demonstrated by use of the correct referential 

language. Rather, all signifiers and 'signifieds* are  

interdependent, and there is no presence without absence nor 

identity without difference. The traditional binary 

structure of Christian theology which creates oppositions of 

domination (e.g., spirit over body, eternity over time, 

etc.) is subverted by writing, which escapes the res

trictions of representational thinking. In Taylor's words:

the disappearance of the transcendental 

signified creates the possibility of 

writing. No longer completely bound to, 

or by, the traditional (theological) 

structure of representation and sig

nification, writing articulates word(s) by 

inscribing an errant margin that simul

taneously joins and separates

opposites"^^.

Writing, a system of subversion in which every * signified* 

is also a signifier, undermines all pretensions to presence
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without absence and identity without difference.

By examining Hegel's reflections on identity and 

difference in the Science of Logic, Taylor seeks to 

establish the interdependence of identity and difference. 

He links this to the previous ideas on writing, and 

concludes that ’’the co-implication of identity and  

difference establishes the duplicity of writing. . . [which]  

embodies a tissue of differences in which terms are sites of 

passage”^^, and in which there is no definite point of 

origin, centre or conclusion. In this writing no centre can 

be established (in Nietzschean terms: die Mitte ist

iiberall) and scripture is a form of "eternal recurrence”, 

never reaching a final point of reference. The transcendent 

God is negated and "this negation of God appears as the Word 

incarnate in writing”^^. Writing of God, therefore, comes

to mean an endless wandering, an 'erring* which is

continuous. This, says Taylor, is the unavoidable con

sequence of the deconstruction of the metaphysics of

presence and identity on which the concept of the trans

cendent God and the theology which spoke of this God were 

founded.

In parallel with his process of deconstruction, 

Taylor now turns his attention to the development of an

”a/theology” of the self. He argues that the interpretation 

of self as totally other and individually isolated is a 

reflection of the transcendent and totally other God. As 

with the concept of the transcendent God, ’’this inter

pretation of individuality rests on the repressive logic of 

identity, according to which the boundary that seems to 

separate discrete individuals is regarded as absolutely 

inviolable"^^. But the subject is not, as Cartesianism

would have it, an ontologically primal res cogitans, but, as 

Nietzsche claimed, it ’’has only been invented by us owing to  

the requirements of logic”^^. So, the self-sufficiency of  

the subject is an illusion, repeats Taylor, again employing 

the master-slave metaphor from Hegel, because the dominant
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subject depends upon the negation of the other for self- 

affirmation, and is therefore not self-sufficient. This 

inter-relationship of domination and dependency ”not only 

inverts but, more importantly, subverts the exclusive logic 

of identity”^^.

In the language of deconstruction, this de-centering 

of the subject opens the way for the emergence of the trace: 

the trace is a mark, a sign, a signifier which eludes 

complete presence or absence. In the world marked by the 

trace, nomination of the identity of the self is impossible, 

because the de-centering of the self undermines the 

metaphysics which grounds such nomination. In Derrida’s 

words, the trace means the "erasure of the present and thus 

of the subject, of that which is proper to the subject and 

his proper name"^. Taylor recognizes that this erasure of 

the self borders on nihilism [is it, perhaps, already a 

nihilism?], but argues that this move is demanded by the 

deconstruction of all * selves* required by the 'death* of 

God. In this respect, the apparent nihilism of humanistic 

atheism is incomplete; it leaves the human subject 

untouched. Taylor completes this ”a/theology" of the self, 

a theology of the "empty mirror"̂ ^, by again emphasising its 

connection with a radically non-logocentric ecriture:

while the embodiment of ' the word enacts 

the death of God, the extension of the 

incarnation through the dissemination of
A O

the word realizes the death of the self .

The "a/theology” of history stems from the *death' of 

God and the erasure of selfhood. Taylor states explicitly 

that "the understanding of history as a directed process 

remains bound to the view of self as an intentional 

agent"̂ ^. This concept of history, even in its secular 

versions, is a 'theological* one in which there is a 

definite beginning, an obvious and meaningful middle, and an
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assured end. Such a theological view of history posits an 

original plenitude and a consequent *fall*, or loss of 

presence, resulting In exile. But, asserts Taylor, the 

notions of ^crlture and the trace raise serious doubts about 

this notion of history, because, as full presence Is 

elusive, the theological concept of perfect origin (followed 

by *fall') Is Impossible: ”the unending play of traces

negates every absolute origin and renders problematic all 

Ideas of original plenitude and Integral unity” Thus, 

the narrative structure of a totalising history Is broken 

apart and we are left to a "serpentine wandering” with no 

direction home to a nostalgic past or an anticipated future.

The *end* of history opens the way for the beginning 

of carnival, comedy and play. Play Is, above all, purpose

less; It Is frivolity which demands no payment. Like 

writing, play comes to no end^^. Quoting Derrida, Taylor 

says that we can ”call play the absence of the

transcendental signified” : It Is the ”llmltless” game which 

points to ”the destruction of ontotheology and the

metaphysics of presence”^^. Play Is the celebration of the 

Interaction of presence and absence which subverts the 

opposition of presence-absence, as It subverts all binary 

oppositions which permeate Western metaphysics'̂  . Such a

celebration results, says Taylor, In a joyous Dionysian

carnality and a radical, Nletzschean, affirmation; the 

affirmation, even, of erasure and death. History, then, Is 

a labyrinthine wandering, an experience of a-mazlng grace, 

with no nostalgic return to origin or hope for certain 

outcome. The narrative thread of history Is broken; with no 

plenitude of origin there Is no fall, and thus no guilt, 

punishment or unhappy consciousness. History reverberates 

with a laughter that Is beyond good and evil.

As the final part of his ”a/theology”, Taylor turns 

his attention to "erring scripture”. The process of 

signification with which he has been working all along Is, 

he says, closer ”to the metonymic substitution of signs than
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the mimetic reflection of a referent in a signifier. . 

[and] one consequence of this unending play of signification 

is that there seems to be no exit from the labyrinth of 

interpretation"^^. All interpretation, all questing for 

'truth' is therefore a form of "erring”:

the inescapability of erring calls into 

question the notion of truth that lies at 

the heart of the Western theological and 

philosophical network^^.

The Western quest for 'truth' is a quest for a 

transcendental signified which is but an illusion, a  

presence that can never be captured. The boundary of the

quest for truth is, for Taylor, the boundary of the book,
c ̂

and he goes so far as to call the West a "book culture” .  

This means that the Western concept of the 'book' is bound  

to a specific concept of interpretation which assumes that  

there is a truth waiting to be discovered by the correct

hermeneutical method^^.

According to Derrida, the concept of the 'book' ”is  

the encyclopaedic protection of theology [onto-theological

metaphysics] and of logocentrism against the disruption of 

w riting” Taylor  draws the conclusion from this that at  

the 'end' of metaphysics, the 'hook' is closed and the

possibilty of the text is opened up. The major difference

he sees between 'books' and 'texts' is that ”a text does not

harbour a concealed logos that can be revealed or a final 

secret waiting to be discovered”^^. Scripture, the Book of  

books, contains no final answer, no absolute meaning waiting

to be deciphered. It is free to drift as part of an endless

interpretation "which has given up every dream of conclusive  

certainty”^^.
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3.2. Critique of Taylor*s **Postmodern A/Theology**.

Taylor's "a/theology" is fundamentally an extension 

of some of the central perspectives of postmodernism,  

particularly those expressed by Derrida and Foucault, to the  

central symbols of Christian theology. The key subject of  

discussion of this thesis - the problem of traditon and  

continuity in the light of this postmodern critique of 

Western metaphysics - is analyzed from the same perspective.  

Our viewpoint, consequently, corresponds to that of Taylor  

on many issues. However, as our central concern is with the  

question of tradition and continuity, which we have seen to  

be both central to orthodox Christian theology and to be  

grounded upon classical Western metaphysics, we are impelled  

to examine Taylor's ”a/theology” from the perspective of 

this question. As this examination progresses, some  

important points of difference appear. In brief, they

concern, firstly, Taylor's assertion that history is a  

reflection of selfhood. Secondly, the unexamined theo

logical assumptions which accompany his claim that

Christianity is "a religion of the book". And, thirdly, his  

failure to describe what the idea of the de-centered subject  

as 'relational' fully entails. We shall now examine each of  

these points of criticism in turn.

3.2.1. The Intentional Self and the Process of

History.

The format of presentation of both Taylor's  

deconstruction of theology and his own ”a/theology” is 

revealing. Each of the two parts of Erring follows the

schema of God, self, history, book. For Taylor, the primary

theological happening of postmodernism is the 'death' of 

God. This is the keystone on which is founded the dis

appearance of the self, the end of history and the closure  

of the book. Each chapter in the deconstruction of theology
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flows from the previous one, and the ’origin’ of this 

sequence is the death of God. Why this sequence is 

important, we shall see shortly.

Who, exactly, we can ask, is this God who has ’died'? 

It is, for Taylor, the God of monotheism, the God who is 

one, and who is the unifying logos, binding all history and  

experience together. That God is one means that all God’s 

plans are one and that all human activities which claim 

their legitimacy from God (e.g., religion, politics,  

reasoning, law) have a basic rationale, a logos, which gives  

them structure, meaning, unity and continuity. For Taylor, 

the most obvious offspring of this God is the integral self  

of Cartesian rationality, which quickly ousted God as the 

source of reason and replaced him with the subject of  

atheistic humanism. This self is a self which acts, 

creates, works and thinks; in short it is a self which is

intentional. It is the intentional self whch creates

history; in Taylor’s words, "the oneness of God and the  

integrity of self require the unity of history"^^. The

fundamental claim being made here is that the concept of  

’history’ is a derivative concept, not only from the idea of 

the transcendent God, but also from the idea of the  

intentional human subject. It is this claim which we must  

call into question.

In our treatment of Farley’s critique of the house of 

authority, we agreed with his basic contention that the  

extension into history of the divine will gives rise to

secondary representatives of that will^^. In many respects, 

this assertion is fundamentally the same insight as Taylor’s 

claim that the concept of history as a directed process is 

founded upon the notion of the transcendent God. However, 

there are two important differences. Firstly, Farley’s 

theory is expressed in conjunction with a certain concept of 

salvation history, which we saw to be closely linked to the  

principle of identity, whereas Taylor, while he also
ftincludes this point , does not seem to allow for the
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possibility of a concept of history that is not so closely 

related to divine or human selfhood. Secondly, while Farley 

sees salvation history as a reflection of divine volition, 

Taylor sees history as also being a creation of the 

intentional human subject and not only of the transcendent 

God. He states clearly his view that "the understanding of 

history as a directed process remains bound to a view of the 

self as an intentional a g e n t H o w e v e r ,  this assertion 

that the concept of history is derivative of the concept of 

selfhood goes way beyond the sort of claim made by Farley 

that the principle of identity between God*s will and human 

expressions gives rise to a directional and authoritative 

notion of tradition. This raises the question of the 

relation of history or tradition to the notion of the 

intentional individual. There are three fronts on which we 

can question Taylor’s formulation of this question.

Firstly, the logic of Taylor’s extension of the 

oneness of God to the oneness of the self, and the 

consequent theory that history is a creation of the self 

(whether divine or human) can be questioned on the basis of 

its failure to consider God as anything other than radically 

monotheistic. There is a confusion here which Taylor has 

neglected to dispel: to say that ’God is dead’ does not

simply mean to say that the ’God,of the philosophers’ is no 

longer tenable at the end of ohtotheology, but it also 

implies that the personal God of Christian faith is absent 

from the world and no longer makes sense to the experience
ft Sor consciousness of contemporary humanity^. When, then, we 

come to a critique of theological concepts which are 

supposedly founded upon this ’dead’ God, it is not adequate 

that we draw parallels with only one dimension of the deity. 

But this is precisely what Taylor does when he bases a 

philosophy of history upon a connection between the oneness 

of God and the integrity of the human self, while ignoring 

the massive evidence of the Christian tradition’s emphasis 

on the triune God. In Christianity, as in Judaism, God is
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indeed one; but, unlike Judaism, the Christian God is 

triune. To neglect the tri-unity of the God of the 

Christian tradition in a theology of the *death' of God is 

to equate Christianity with a form of neo-Platonism which 

rejects all plurality in favour of the unity of the One.  

From the perspective of a critique of metaphysics, this neo-  

Platonic God may be easier to top ple from the throne, but in

theology the liberties of the laws of libel do not apply:

God may be Mead', but this does not allow us to say what we 

please about the deceased!

Two possible misunderstandings must be avoided at  

this point. Firstly, it is not our intention to develop a  

postmodern critique of the triune God to parallel the  

critique of the *God of the philosophers*. It is difficult  

to imagine what such a critique would feature. However, we 

can say that as the God of the Christian tradition is one- 

in-three, and as it can be legitimately asserted (e.g., as 

Farley does) that human structures tend to reflect concepts  

of the deity, theological concepts and structures which  

mirror God*s triunity as well as unity may well have arisen. 

Taylor ignores this possibility, which does not fit as  

easily into his schema of God/self/history. Secondly, we do 

not deny the legitimacy of Taylor's critique of the God of

metaphysics. What we do question.is the way in which Taylor

takes one dimension of the God of the Christian tradition 

(i.e., the unity of divine selfhood) and creates a causal 

connection with the Western concept of history on that  

limited basis. For history must firstly be considered to be 

a communal reality more than it is the reflection of the 

intentional individual. Taylor's thinking seems to place  

the self (divine and human) first in the scheme of things, 

and history (which must include such things as societal 

relations, language and tradition) as a later addition. We 

can agree with Taylor that the plot of the Christian drama  

is logocentric , without necessarily agreeing that the 

concept of history as directional is founded upon the
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concept of the intentional individual, recalling the close 

links which Taylor establishes between the divine Self and 

the human self.

Alternatively, we can say that Farley's insight that 

salvation history as a theological concept is closely bound 

to the representation in time of the divine will, which 

within that salvation history schema has been expressed in a 

triune economy, seems closer to the God of the tradition. 

Thus, the metaphysical concept of history may be at an 

'end', and this 'end' of history may be closely related to a 

certain concept of the 'death' of God and the disappearance 

of the self, but it is not necessarily dependent upon them 

causally, as expressed by Taylor. This critique of Taylor's 

formulation of the God/self/history relationship opens the  

way for a postmodern theology which does not view history 

and tradition as simply creations of the intentional self.

A second point of critique of Taylor's formulation of 

the relationship between the intentional self and the 

process of history follows from this. We have already noted  

that, for Taylor, the notion of history derives from the 

notions of God and selfhood, but that the notion of God 

operative in this formulation is a very limited one. The 

link between selfhood and history is, however, open to a 

further critique. In our outline of Taylor's central ideas, 

we pointed out that he views ’’the time of selfhood” as

extending from Augustine to Hegel^^. Now, given that for  

Taylor there is a close connection between selfhood and 

history, we could expect to see a similar connection made 

with reference to Augustine, and this is indeed so. That 

connection, however, turns out to be not so simple as it

first appears.

Taylor's assertion that there can be no individual

self apart from history and no history without the 

individual subject seems innocuous at first sight. If, 

however, as we already suspect, the second part of this

assertion is to be taken as a statement of causality (the
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first part being a simple description of a state of 

affairs), then our suspicion that Taylor views history as a 

creation of the subject would seem to be borne out. In the 

following sentence, Taylor links the concept of selfhood to 

that of history through the person of Augustine: "in

addition to having . . . discovered the personality, and

created the genre of autobiography, Augustine also developed 

the first full-blown theology of history"^ ®. What Taylor  

means by "full-blown” we are not told explicitly. 

Notwithstanding its obvious importance in the development of 

Western thought, it is difficult to comprehend Taylor’s 

enthusiasm for Augustine's concept of history over that of  

any other thinker, other than by the connection that it was 

formulated by the thinker who also discovered the

personality and initiated the time of selfhood. When Taylor 

claims that Augustine's concept of history was developed  

"through the elaboration of principles discovered on his 

inward journey"^ ^, we get a clear confirmation that history  

is viewed by him as founded on the intentional self.

What is at issue here is not any possible conflict 

which might exist between Taylor's intepretation of

Augustine and ours. Rather, what is of crucial importance 

is the status of history as a social and communal reality. 

From Farley we have seen that the, notion of the extension of 

the divine will into history, and' the development of social  

and ecclesial secondary representatives of that will, can be 

adequately explained without being made part of a causal

structure which includes the intentional human individual. 

This is not simply a matter of chronology, but also of

ontology. We can agree with Taylor on the logocentric 

notion of continuity which permeates the Western notion of 

history and also Christian theology, but we cannot agree 

that this is confined to the time of selfhood, which the 

logic of Taylor's causal schema implies. Rather, the  

principle of identity, which has always been an element in 

Christian theology, is a logocentrism which is based on the
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need to preserve a continuity in time and is not simply an 

offshoot of the intentional self.

Our third point of contention with Taylor*s theology 

of the relationship between God, the self and history 

concerns a lacuna in his work. Throughout Erring he views

history as caused by selfhood, a dependency which, we have 

argued, is untenable. Nowhere is this more evident than in 

his treatment of Hegel. Ideas from Hegel suffuse Taylor ’s  

work, particularly the master-slave metaphor of the  

dialectic^^. Strangely, though, the Hegelian dialectic is 

used exclusively to undermine the claims of the Cartesian 

subject to self-mastery and complete presence, and is never  

employed, as by Marx, to refer to social or historical  

concepts. Walter Kaufmann, in discussing Hegel ’s influence,  

makes the point that Marxism is by far the most important  

offspring of Hegel, and that Kierkegaard, whose relationship 

to Hegel Taylor so emphasizes, frequently misunderstood 

Hegel due to the fact that he relied for his reading of 

Hegel on the anti-Hegelian lectures of the later

Schelling^^.

Why Taylor takes the path of ignoring the influence

of Hegel on concepts of history is not clear. It may well

be that the Marxist view of history, especially in its

eschatological pretensions to the full presence of a

classless utopia, is clearly a logocentric form of thought,

and this interpretation of Hegel ’s dialectic does not fit

Taylor ’s view of the dialectic as the b^te noire of the

logic of identity and presence. Also, of course, Marxism

views history as ontologically prior to the individual and

it is therefore the complete inverse of Taylor's view that

"the end of history presupposes. . . the disappearance of
79the sovereign self"  ̂ . In Chapter One we referred to 

Marxian suspicion as one of the originating points of  

postmodernity. Taylor ’s avoidance of any constructive  

engagement with Marxist thought reaffirms our suspicion that  

his view that history, continuity and tradition are
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reflections of the intentional self is not adequate,

Taylor has argued that a logocentric concept of

historical continuity "is linked to paricular notions of God 
7and self” . We have shown here that when Taylor says 

"linked to", he includes in this a hidden assumption of 

dependence and causality. However, other than simply 

asserting this, Taylor does not convince us that history is 

secondary to the intentional self, especially the Cartesian 

sub ject, even if we agree with Farley that the basis of  

diachronic continuity in theology may often be the  

reflection of the divine will in human expressions.

3.2.2. The "Religion of the Book" and the Question  

of Continuity.

Taylor states bluntly that "Christianity is a  

religion of the book, and the West is a book culture"  

This must come as a surprise to us, given that our analysis 

in Chapter Two of the scripture principle showed that 

Christianity, in the main, is not a religion of the book,  

although the scripture principle always left open the 

possibility that it would become one, as in the case of  

Protestant Orthodoxy. Taylor's sweeping statement should 

lead us to a careful questioning, of what he means when he 

uses the word *book*.

We noted in our summary of Taylor's "a/theology" that 

his idea of the book is based on that of Derrida, for whom  

the concept of the book represents the totality of  

presence^^. For Taylor, then, "the book is a living whole  

in which all parts are integrally related as members of a  

single organism As a unified and ordered totality the

book is logocentric. Put in another way, "the logos of the  

book invariably constitutes the principle of pre-established  

harmony, which forms the structured foundation of the 

volume’s unity and c o h e r e n c e " . The idea of all the parts 

of the book forming a unity is one which we also encountered
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in Farley's notion of leveling as applied to scripture, and 

It Is one which Is equally applicable to the concept of the 

book In general. However, we must ask how Taylor makes the 

transfer from this Derrldean critique of the book's claim to 

full presence, to his claim that Christianity Is a religion 

of the book, and whether or not this transfer Is a 

legitimate one.

If the concept of the 'book' Is a concept of full 

presence and If Christianity, as an onto-theologlcal form of 

thinking. Is logocentrlc, then we can say that Christian 

theology and Derrida's notion of the book have a certain 

amount In common. Christianity, of course, has a particular 

book of Its own which has held a special place throughout 

Its history, l,e. the blble. Here we have two clearly 

distinct, though related, entitles: on the one hand the

concept of 'book' as logocentrlc, and, on the other hand, 

the particular book which Christians call 'scripture'. It Is 

Taylor's confusion of these different entitles which enables 

him to move from one to the other as If they were 

Interchangeable and, ultimately, to call Christianity a 

'book religion'. What, precisely, do we mean by this point 

of critique?

Insofar as the word 'book' Is equated with the 

metaphysical notion of presence,, and Insofar as Christian 

theology has primarily been a logocentrlc thinking which 

laments the lost presence of the garden and anticipates the 

future presence of the kingdom, then It can be said that 

Christianity Is, In this limited respect, a 'religion of the 

book'. But this Is nothing more than a disingenuous word

play which uses the phrase 'religion of the book' In a very 

particular way (l.e,, to convey the Idea of a logocentrlc 

form of thinking), while simultaneously and unavoidably 

retaining the original, and quite different, theological 

sense of the phrase (l.e,, that of the scripture as the 

verbally inspired, sole locus of divine authority). Taylor 

does this, it seems, to amplify the deconstructionist idea
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of the closure of the *book* as the beginning of ’writing*. 

It is obvious that Taylor could have chosen any metaphor 

other than *book* here (e.g., *circle*), and, by using it 

instead, could have expressed the same point without 

introducing, unsubstantiated, the theological complexities 

involved in the phrase 'religion of the book*. In this 

respect, the phrase 'Christianity is a religion of the  

circle* would have made the same point about the 

logocentrism of Christian theology just as adequately.

Our disagreement with Taylor, therefore, is not on 

the question of Christian theology and logocentrism, but on  

his ambivalent use of the phrase * religion of the book* 

which can lead the reader, unwittingly, into the theological 

assumption that the scriptures have played a role in 

mainstream Christian theology which they clearly have not.  

In the second section of Chapter Two we outlined the role  

which scripture plays as a diachronic structure of 

tradition, and in the first subsection of this critique we 

exposed Taylor*s reluctance to consider history as 

independent of selfhood, and here we see that he mis

represents the role of scripture in Christian theology.  

Taking all this together leads us to the conclusion that 

Taylor overemphasises the role of scripture as inspired 

writing in orthodox theology to. the detriment of its role 

as an organ of tradition, i.e., aS preserving continuity in 

time. In other words, he considers only the synchronic 

importance of the scriptures and does not appreciate 

adequately their important role as diachronic structures of 

divine/human identity

Therefore, the *book* of scripture in Taylor's 

"a/theology" is primarily the ruler of all Christian  

theology and not a dimension of the wider phenomenon of 

identity in time as we have attempted to show. This problem 

in Taylor's "a/theology" is complex and difficult to see,  

mainly for the reason that so much of his critique of the 

logocentrism of Christian theology is accurate and correct.
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The fundamental problem, however, lies more with what he 

does not hold up for deconstruction than with what he does. 

This is important because Taylor’s own ”a/theology" reflects 

the structure of the theology which he deconstructs.

Therefore, awareness of the concepts which he chooses to 

treat in his work, and the way in which he considers their 

interrelation, is of crucial importance. For this reason, 

the tension between the notions of *book’and * tradition' in 

Taylor’s theology may be clarified further by a brief 

analysis of his ideas on the origin of the book/scripture, 

i,e., the author/ Author.

The book is the work of an author, and the scriptures

are the work of the divine A u t h o r T h e  ’book', therefore,

at its origin, is the work of the intentional self; it is

designed by an individual, as the natural world, for

example, can be 'read' as the 'book' of God^^, Taylor

deconstructs these concepts with gusto, but in so doing he

links God, self, history and book together in a way which

presents history and book as products of selfhood. The

'book' is the creation of selfhood, which is also the

foundation of history. The 'book', therefore, narrates the

history of selfhood, so Taylor can assert that "to the

extent that history involves narrative it is, like the
80centered self, ineluctably literary rather than literal" . 

Thus, history, self and book are constantly intertwined, but 

as self is 'author', history and its narration in book are 

dependent upon it. Taylor does not adequately realize that  

'book' and 'history' must be considered in their own 

relationality, and not merely in terms of their relation to 

'self. Therefore, proclaiming the 'death' of the

author/Author is not enough to close the 'book' or end the  

narrative, for the book has been written and the narrative 

continues through it. In other words, we have to ask how 

the 'book' relates to history other than through the self or 

author.

What we are touching on here is a crucial theological
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problem. We saw in our treatment of Farley and the neo

orthodox authors that the metaphysical principle of identity 

operates as the basis of the continuation through time of 

the divine will. Taylor argues that if the divine *Author* 

or * Origin' of that identity is 'dead*, then continuity is 

impossible. But, as we have seen so far in this critique,  

it is a dubious assumption which ties 'history* or 'book* 

too closely to selfhood. At this point, therefore, we can 

pose a startling theological question: is it possible, given  

our findings on the tenuous connection between selfhood and 

book/history, that the question of continuity in time may be  

prior to the question of the existence or not of God,  

insofar as the principle of identity dictates that if God*s 

plan can be seen to continue in time, then the Origin or 

Author of that plan must be alive and well? This would 

certainly seem to be the logic of the neo-orthodox position,  

which we have shown to be greatly concerned with the 

question of the continuity of identity in time. Granted the  

viability of this question, it would then seem that Taylor*s  

deconstruction of classical theological symbols, and, 

consequently, his own ”a/theology” , have seriously devalued  

the question of tradition and the importance of the  

relationship between scripture and the concept of tradition, 

insofar as scripture has operated ^  tradition (the 

preservation of continuity in 'time) by means of the 

principle of identity.

3.2.3. After the De-Centered Sub.lect: Relationality

and Ecclesiality.

We have already shown how Taylor devalues history by 

treating it as derivative of selfhood, and underestimates 

the importance of tradition by overemphasising the notion of 

the 'book* as a locus of total presence. We now turn our 

attention to his treatment of the deconstructed or de

centered self, in which we find that he fails to draw out
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the full implications of his own reflections. In our 

summary of Taylor*s theology of selfhood, we outlined his 

critique of the ontologically primal res cogitans. The 

Cartesian subject "rests upon the repressive logic of 

identity, according to which the boundary that separates 

discrete individuals is regarded as absolutely 

inviolable”^^. But this logic of identity has been  

overturned by the subversion of the metaphysics which is its 

foundation, and the Cartesian subject has been exposed as an  

invention of logocentric thinking.

What kind of subject, if any, are we then left with? 

The deconstructed subject is ’’primordially relational”. 

These subjects exist, not as self-contained entities, but as  

’traces' or 'marks* within a "differential network" which
oo

Taylor calls "the divine milieu" , The divine milieu has 

no middle or centre around which the self can gather its 

autonomous identity. The subject can never achieve complete 

self-presence or mastery because even this attempt at 

control is dependent upon the subjugation of the other, and 

this entails a reciprocity that is reinforced even in the 

effort to negate it. This allows Taylor to speak of "the
O  *3

radical excentricity of subjectivity" in which the subject  

is never perfectly at home in self, but rather "wanders 

excessively". As a trace, the self is neither completely  

present nor absent, and thus an original or final nomination 

of the self is impossible: the subject gains no more mastery
O A

by the adoption of a proper name . There is no longer 

isolated self-identity, only relationality.

The upshot of Taylor's argument here is that when the  

complete reciprocity of subjects is established, "the entire
o c

foundation of the economy of domination crumbles"^^. One 

commentator has observed that if this statement "is 

understood in a quite fundamental sense, Taylor's entire
Ofl

book may be read as a tract in ethics"^ . But, if Erring is  

a tract in ethics, then it is so only in a very limited 

individualistic sense, for, as we have seen, Taylor tends to
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reduce history to the status of a product of selfhood, thus 

limiting the undoubted ethical potential of deconstructive 

thinking to the (in Taylor's view) most fundamental 

theological category, i.e., the self.

However, the concept of history with which Taylor 

operates is not the only possible one for a postmodern 

theology. It must also be possible, at a time when the 

Enlightenment belief in the autonomy and rationality of the 

self is becoming increasingly unstable, to look to those 

historical situations in which the most basic autonomies and 

freedoms are denied on a systematic scale. It should be 

possible, in other words, to speak of the destruction of the 

"economy of domination" on the socio-political and economic 

levels, and not simply on the level of the individual. A 

postmodern thinking which introduces radical difference into 

all identity can subvert those economic, cultural, political 

and ecclesial structures of oppression and domination as 

much as it can undermine the security of the Cartesian self. 

But only if this thinking is extended to this broader level 

can it be said to be truly ethical. In Chapter Four we 

shall outline one possible way of putting this broader 

ethics at the centre of postmodern theological thinking, as 

a grounding of tradition and continuity.

As well as demanding an ethics, the de-centering of 

the Cartesian subject demands that a general description of 

de-centered subjectivity be attempted. This would not 

necessarily result in a new locus of presence, nor a final 

place in which the self could come to rest. Instead, the 

reciprocal relationships existing between all de-centered 

selves demands description, for to remain simply on the 

level of the activity of de-centering is to remain on the 

level of critique without thinking through the consequences 

of the critique. Why, then, is Taylor not prepared to go 

beyond the level of critique in this particular case?

Taylor sees nihilism waiting on the threshold of the 

death of selfhood^^. The 'death' of the self means a 'yes*
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to death and exteriority without which nihilism (as, for 

example, the *nihilism* of atheistic humanism) is 

incomplete. However, against Taylor*s own attempt to 

welcome such a view of nihily’sm into his own theology, we can 

argue that to read the de-centering of the subject solely in 

terms of the negation of the Cartesian res cogitans is to  

fail to completely achieve the *yes* of radical nihilism 

which Taylor desires.

Taylor views the reciprocity of de-centered subjects 

as a purely negative reciprocity in which each de-centered 

subject acts as the 'other* which prevents the subject  

attaining the mastery of self-presence, total subjectivity 

or certain nomination. To use the Hegelian language 

favoured by Taylor, it is as though a thesis (the Cartesian  

res cogitans) and its antithesis (the de-centered subject) 

resulted only in the continual perpetuation of a tension, in 

which the antithesis has the upper hand but in which a new 

synthesis is never reached. Admittedly, this is partly what 

Taylor wants, as any new synthesis could become, in his 

view, a new logocentrism. Yet this is not necessarily the 

case, for to move beyond the level of critique, the level of 

negative reciprocity, is not automatically to create a new 

metaphysics of presence, but it means, rather, to fully 

think through the critique of logocentrism. This would mean 

that the achievement of the critique is not lost, but is, in 

the most exact terms of the Hegelian Aufhebung, both "gone 

beyond", in the sense of partial negation, and also "raised 

to a higher level"®^.

All of this is not to deny the negative moment of the 

dialectic, which, as one commentator has observed, is 

rightly "directed against the view that contingent things 

and existing institutions are themselves the subjects of
on

their being"^; it is, rather, to argue in favour of a 

corresponding moment which does not remain on the level of 

a negative nihilism. This is the thinking through which 

Taylor fails to achieve, thus leaving the relationality of
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erased selfhood incomplete.

What, then, does it mean to think through the 

totality of the positive relationality of de-centered 

subjects? In the broadest terms, as we have already 

intimated, it means attempting to think the unity of the

'traces’ or ’marks* of the erased self, a unity which is not 

a new fullnes of presence, but is itself a relationality of 

presence and absence. In more particular terms this opens 

up a vista of the radical interdependence of all reality, 

and brings questions of politics, ethics, the environment,

human relations, etc. to the centre of debate. All of these

issues are the concern of theological thinking also, because 

they have theological dimensions. However, a comprehensive 

discussion of these issues is too broad for the present

work, so we shall restrict ourselves to pointing out one 

strictly theological possibility which is opened up by this 

deconstruction of the logic of oppression and domination 

associated with the masterful subject. This is the 

possibility that thinking the non-logocentric unity of 

positive relationality is to think the possibility of a new 

ecclesiality, that is a foundation for a possible 

ecclesiology.

Taylor’s reluctance to follow his own thought through 

to the possibility of a postmodern ecclesiality is probably 

due to the fact that deconstructive theology has grown 

almost exclusively out of Protestant soil, in which the 

possibility of an ecclesiology is less likely. Thomas J.J. 

Altizer, for instance, has criticized Karl Barth for making  

the move "from a modern to an ecclesiastical theology”^^. 

What we are suggesting here is that Taylor’s idea of radical 

relationality opens up the possibility of a dialectical 

ecclesiality and the possibility of new ways of 

understanding how tradition and continuity occur in the 

ecclesia. The development of this ecclesiality and the new 

concept of tradition and continuty would have to achieve a 

fine balance between, on the one hand, the fact that much
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deconstructive thought resists such a move and, on the other 

hand, the reason for that resistance, namely, the danger of 

falling back into a metaphysics of divine/human identity. A 

postmodern ecclesiality would simply be a theological des

cription of the relationality inherent in the religious 

community; it would attempt to ground continuity on a basis 

other than that of a metaphysics of history or an a priori 

principle of identity. In the final chapter, we shall

attempt to outline one such approach.

To summarize the critique so far, in which we have 

pinpointed three areas of weakness in Taylor ”a/theology ".  

Firstly, the devaluation of history, and consequently of

tradition, by making it contingent upon selfhood. Secondly, 

an overemphasis on the notion of the *book* which fails to 

appreciate the theological role of scripture as a diachronic 

structure of tradition. And, thirdly, a failure to think

through radical relationality to the possibility of a 

postmodern ecclesiology. Having made these points of 

critique, we are now in the position to make some more

general remarks about the value of Taylor’s ”a/theology” in  

helping in the formulation of a postmodern theology of 

tradition.

3.2.A. From Critique to Creativity: The Limits of

Taylor’s Concept of Tradition

Overall, Taylor’s "a/theology” is to be welcomed, as  

it is one of the first major attempts to do theology by 

integrating the deconstructionists* critique of metaphysics. 

Our aim in this critique has been to highlight certain 

limitations in this project which have a bearing on the 

question of tradition. Our emphasis has been on the way in 

which Taylor deals with the question of tradition as 

identity through time, both because of its importance, which 

we saw in Part One of the thesis, and because the problem of
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continuity suffuses Taylor's "a/theology”, even though he 

deals only briefly with the actual term 'tradition*. We 

can, therefore, say that Taylor has a very definite concept 

of tradition, even though it is not always fully expressed 

as such, in that it normally comes through in the treatment 

of the extension in time of the theological concepts of 

'God*, 'history', 'book' or 'self*. With this in mind, our 

critique is intended as a corrective, and not as a 

rejection, of Taylor*s ”a/theology", our intention being to 

think through the question of tradition from a postmodern 

perspective more thoroughly than does Taylor. In this final 

part of the critique we shall briefly outline what we 

consider to be the central limitation of Taylor*s concept of 

tradition, a limitation which can be overcome by a 

postmodern theology of tradition.

Selfhood and history are closely linked in Taylor*s 

”a/theology”: the self seeks mastery by cohering experiences 

into autobiography, and this creation of a narrative thread 

is the ground of history. Our rejection of the implicit 

devaluation of history in this causal structure is not a 

denial that these factors are closely interlinked. If, 

then, we take historical narrative as a binding theme in the 

classical theological framework (as we saw particularly 

clearly in the case of Barth), we can agree with the 

following assertion from Derrida:

[narrative] is not only linked to 

linearity but to an entire system of 

implications (teleology, eschatology, 

elevating and interiorizing, accumulation 

of meaning, a certain type of trad- 

itionality, a certain concept of truth, of 

continuity, etc.^^^.

As Taylor places such emphasis upon the fact that "the 

narrative line is lost [forever] ,  this would seem to mean
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that all possibility of tradition and continuity is also 

lost. As continuity in Christianity theology has been so 

closely bound to scripture and authority, let us see what 

Taylor views as the fate of all three when history and 

narrative are at an end.

As we saw, in the orthodox and neo-orthodox 

theological framework, tradition is bound to authority. As 

Taylor puts it, "while tradition establishes authority, 

authority founds tradition”^^. Tradition establishes

paternity and attempts to abort heterodox offspring. In  

becoming authoritative, "tradition regulates and regularizes  

by establishing a normative canon”, a rule by which 

standards are created and maintained. However, at the same 

time as it is ’fixed’ in the writing of the book, "the canon 

constitutes the masterpiece that rules the tradition"^^. A 

certain tension is evident here as regards the supposed 

primacy of canon over tradition, or vice versa, a tension 

which reflects the archaic Reformation arguments over the 

same subject. From this tension, and from the evidence of 

our critique, it seems that Taylor has not clarified  

adequately the relationship between scripture and tradition.  

The reason for this becomes clear when we analyse what he 

considers that relationship to be in a postmodern theology:

the co-dependence of texts precludes both 

the mastery of one text by another and the 

subservience of one text to another. 

Scriptural relativity breaks the rule of 

canon and disperses authoritative 

tradition. Insofar as canon and tradition  

extend the circle of the book, the end of 

one is the dissolution of the other. On 

the one hand, when the book is breached, 

canon explodes and tradition shatters. On 

the other hand, when the rule of canon is 

broken and the line of authority
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disrupted, the book disintegrates. With 

the unraveling of book, canon, and 

tradition, scripture becomes free to drift 

endlessly^^.

In Taylor*s "a/theology” scripture and tradition are 

both at an end; because of their co-dependence the end of  

one means the end of both. Therefore, from this point of 

view, investigation of the scripture-tradition relationship  

in any previous theology would seem to be secondary, even  

inconsequential. Yet Taylor places great emphasis on the 

co-dependence of theological concepts (e.g., his God-self-  

history-book schema), and his own "a/theology” in Erring  

mirrors this classical theological structure which he  

deconstructs. This suggests that when it comes to the  

question of a critique of the notions of scripture and 

tradition it is very important to discover what their  

relationship is/was in the theology which one is critiquing.  

Further, it suggests that if all that such a critique can 

say is that both scripture and tradition are at an end, then 

it is itself inadequate. For example, we can admit that the  

mimetic theology which keeps tradition alive through  

’’repeajted re-presentation" must be considered to be at an  

end, yet we cannot rest content <with a simple proclamation  

that all identity through time (even an identity which is  

also difference) is also at an end. This, however, seems to  

be what Taylor is saying; he wants to leave us to ’’drift  

endlessly” in a situation in which nothing more can be said  

(or written).

It is difficult to pin this accusation on Taylor with  

any precision, both because his approach is mainly one of an 

analysis of orthodox theological concepts and also because 

his ludic style of writing makes it difficult for the reader  

to ascertain his exact stance on certain issues. Never

theless, from the evidence of the analysis we have  

undertaken here and from the fact that Taylor’s ”a/theology”
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in the second part of Erring does not differ substantially 

from his deconstruction of theology in the first part of the 

book, it seems that he may well have gone beyond the limits 

of deconstructive criticism envisaged by Derrida. 

Particularly in his enthusiasm for the new freedom of 

writing and the text, Taylor at times seems perilously close 

to an idealism of the text, and the view that "there is
Qfinothing beyond language" which Derrida rejects^ . 

Christopher Norris, for example, has argued against "the 

sloppy misreading of Derrida that represents him as some 

kind of transcendental solipsist who believes that nothing 

'real* exists outside the written text"̂̂. These excesses, 

Norris goes on, are to be found in particular in American 

deconstruction. This is not to suggest that Taylor is

guilty by nationality, but it is evident from what we have 

seen that his interpretation of Derrida is closer to the 

idea of the free play of the text than it is to the view of 

Norris, who sees in Derrida "distinct signs of convergence
Q  O

with the project of a critical theorist such as Habermas"^ .

These observations, read in the context of our wider 

critique of Taylor's work, would suggest that the abyss with 

which he presents us at the end of his "a/theology" is not 

the only alternative for a theology which enters into 

constructive engagement with the work of Derrida and others. 

Is there, then, a way back from' this abyss? It is our 

contention that there is; that something can be said about

tradition and identity in time, though obviously not in the

same way as before. Unlike Taylor, it is our consideration 

that the notion of tradition can be retrieved through its 

deconstruction, even if the thinking in such a retrieval is 

often a ’negative’ thinking such as that employed by Taylor. 

We now turn our attention to this task, and attempt to 

outline one possible postmodern theology of tradition.
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A. TOWARDS A POSTMODERN THEOLOGY OF TRADITION

A.I. Is An Ontology Of Continuity Possible?

In the thesis so far, we h ave ex a mined the problems  

whic h arise for the Christian concept of tradition in the  

light of the postmodern critique of met ap hysics. On the one  

h and, orthodox and neo-orthodox theologies of tradition  

whic h h ave a strong concept of met ap hysical continuity  

allied to an authoritariax\ theological structure are  

seriously undermined, as we saw in Ch apter Two. On the  

other h and there is the danger that the critique of the  

met ap hysics of continuity and identity might result in the  

loss of all continuity and the end of tradition; this danger  

was evident in Mark C. Taylor's "a/theology" whic h we  

exa mined in Ch apter Three. The question which now poses  

itself is whether theology can speak wit h any justification  

of an adequate concept of continuity, and if so, then wh at  

form can that continuity take. In other words, can we h ave  

an ontology of tradition?

It is of extreme importance to realize that only some  

form of an ontology of tradition can be the grounds for  

theological continuity. Appeals to a pheno menology of  

history or experience, while not lacking in theological  

importance, are not themselves în adequate basis for a  

theology of tradition unless they are so me how fra med within  

an ontology of continuity. Such an ontology is not, of  

course, to be equated with the classical metap hysics of  

continuity which determined continuity as an a priori, and  

whic h we h ave seen to be inadequate to the contemporary  

context. We cannot elude the dem ands for an ontology any  

more than we can escape the fact that, as Heidegger and  

Derrida h ave shown us, metap hysical language is and rem ains  

"our language"^. This alerts us to the fact that we cannot  

use concepts such as ’tr adition’, ’continuity’ or ’identity’  

in an ontologically neutral way or empty such concepts of
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their ontological character.

If, therefore, there is to be an ontology of

tradition it cannot be forced into a view of language which 

constrains plurality into unity, which forgets disruption 

for the sake of continuity and which dissolves difference 

into identity at all costs. In the first section of this 

chapter we will propose a view of ontology which is suited 

to a contemporary theology of tradition, and in the

remainder of the chapter we will outline some important

dimensions of a theological methodology which would follow 

from that ontology. These suggestions cannot pretend to be 

a fully fledged theological methodology, but they can open 

avenues of mediation for contemporary theology between the 

extreme views of Altizer which state that only the purely 

cognitive problems can be thought by a postmodern theology 

and the assertion of Pelikan that the cognitive problems are
o

secondary to the writing of the tradition . Our contention 

is that thinking through the cognitive question of

tradition, as this thesis has done, can make a genuine 

contribution to our understanding of the received tradition 

and to the contemporary theological enterprise. In

particular, this chapter will argue that a postmodern 

theology of tradition, freed from the constraints of its own 

metaphysical heritage, opens up the space in which the 

ethical dimension of all theology can be viewed anew.

In a seminal essay^ "Structure, Sign and Play in the  

Discourse of the Human Sciences’ , Jacques Derrida provides 

us with an insight into how we might begin to describe an 

ontology of tradition. Commenting on the structuralist work  

of Levi-Strauss, Derrida praises the way in which he (Levi- 

Strauss) has reduced the importance of the concept of 

history, which has "always been in complicity with a  

teleological and eschatological metaphysics " ^ dominated by  

the notion of Being as presence. History conceived within 

this metaphysical framework is a "detour between two  

presences " ^, a linear progression from metaphysical origin
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to metaphysical end. This notion of history, as we have 

already seen, is suspect, but equally suspect, says Derrida, 

is the tendency to fall back into a particular moment of the 

history of metaphysics (Heidegger also gives this warning 

when he says that the "step back” is not a step back to some 

particular moment of origin or purity, but is rather a step 

back from metaphysics into the ground of metaphysics ). 

Derrida detects in Levi -Strauss, despite his rejection of a  

metaphysics of history, the desire for just such a return to 

an origin, Derrida calls this desire

a sort of ethic of presence, an ethic of 

nostalgia for origins, an ethic of archaic 

and natural innocence, of a purity of 

presence and self-presence in speech - an  

ethic, nostalgia, and even remorse^.

This longing for an escape from the contingency of 

history-as -such to an origin or presence which grounds  

history is called by Derrida, in an important phrase, the
o

"thematic of broken immediacy". This phrase is

particularly appropriate because it signifies the tendency 

to view contingent history as a loss, discontinuity as an 

aberration from a predetermined continuity and difference as 

an unwelcome challenge to identity. History viewed in this 

way, says Derrida, can only be a history which is sad, 

negative, guilty and nostalgic.

There is, however, an alternative to the unhappy 

consciousness provoked by the concept of "broken immediacy", 

and that is a theme which we have seen to be prominent in 

Derrida, Heidegger and Taylor, In a phrase which is in many 

ways a synopsis of the postmodern rejection of metaphysical 

answers to the fragmentation of modern and postmodern human 

experience, Derrida says that history and the world can only 

be accepted by means of an "affirmation , , , [which]

determines the noncentre otherwise than as loss of the
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centre**̂ . To view the noncentre as a loss, a missing point 

of reference which must be re-established, is to fall back 

into the nostalgic search for origins which can only result 

in a negative consideration of contingent history. Instead, 

if notions of "broken immediacy" are abandoned and the 

noncentre affirmed simply as such then the present is freed 

from the guilty consciousness associated with its not being 

truth or origin. The result, says Derrida, is "a world of 

signs without fault"^^.

Derrida's rejection of the view that history is a  

"broken immediacy" has a parallel in the development of an 

ontology of tradition. A metaphysics of continuity can only  

see discontinuity as a loss, as a break to be repaired. But 

as we have seen with Heidegger, Derrida and Taylor, the 

postmodern critique does not simply undermine the 

metaphysics of continuity but also undermines the notions of 

origin and end within which this continuity takes place. To 

put this in theological language, a salvation history schema 

which requires and grounds continuity between the garden and 

the kingdom creates its own metaphysics of history and 

tradition. This point is well illustrated by Farley's 

description of how the principle of identity operates as an 

effective principle of metaphysical continuity. If trad- 

ition is viewed as the preservation of identity between two 

points of presence, then any discontinuity, any challenge to 

the bearers of continuity or any difference which questions 

identity will always be viewed with suspicion and mistrust. 

Under the rubric of a metaphysic, a tradition will always 

want to preserve its own dominance.

Is there, then, a way in which we can speak of the 

ontology of tradition without falling back into a 

metaphysics of continuity or a nostalgia of "broken 

immediacy"? Paul Ricoeur has argued that the only ontology  

which we can now have is "une ontologie brisee" At

first glance this would seem to be precisely what Derrida 

has been warning against, i.e. the notion that an original
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unity has been lost or that a whole has been fragmented and 

must be restored. This indeed is the tenor in which Ricoeur 

uses the term "broken ontology”. For him,”1'ontologie est 

bien la terre promise pour une philosophie qui commence par 

la langue et par la r^flexion”̂ ^. We are alerted to the 

depth of nostalgia in Ricoeur's use of the phrase "broken 

ontology" by Thomas Docherty*s astute observation that the 

word ’nostalgia' has its origin in the two Greek words 

nostos (the return home) and al^os (pain)^^. Ricoeur*s 

longing for the promised land of ontology certainly betrays 

the nostalgic desire for a more permanent metaphysical home. 

However, if we dissociate ourselves from Ricoeur's views on 

this point, we can safely adopt the term "broken ontology" 

without the burden, or indeed guilt, of having to think in 

terms of a primordial ontology which has unfortunately been 

broken. This also removes from us the compulsion to 'fix’ 

it! Insofar, then, as the critique of metaphysics has shown 

us that there can neither be a return to the metaphysics of 

continuity nor a flight from all metaphysical language, the 

term "broken ontology" (without traces of nostalgia) is 

particularly apt to describe the type of ontology demanded 

by theology at the end of metaphysics.

Our use of the term "broken ontology" to describe 

tradition-as-continuity on a conceptual level is akin to 

Edward Farley's assertion on the criteriological level 

that we must consider "the vulnerability of tradition itself 

as a material norm"^^. As we have contended, it is not a 

question of having to choose between conceptual thinking on 

the one hand and loyalty to the content of the tradition on 

the other. As Farley correctly asserts, every formulation 

of the tradition is always already an interpretation, and 

therefore not an absolute expression of unchanging truth. 

To speak, therefore, of "the vulnerability of tradition" or 

of a "broken ontology of tradition" is to be already engaged 

in hermeneutics. The phrase "broken ontology" will allow us 

to think the very ground of theological continuity in the
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same way that hermeneutical theology searches for adequate 

interpretations of the received tradition.

Three further points of clarification must be made. 

Firstly, a broken ontology is still an ontology; the thread 

of tradition may be broken in many places and impossible to 

repair, but it still remains to be spoken of, fragmentary as 

it may be. Secondly, and most obviously, the thread of 

tradition is not behind us as something we can draw on; it 

is not, as described by Foucault, a web spun by a divine 

spider. Thirdly, and perhaps not so obviously, neither is 

tradition ahead of us as a continuity to be established; to 

think in this way is to fall into a form of ’prospective 

nostalgia*, a wishful metaphysical thinking. Indeed, at 

times it may be necessary for theology to reject claims for 

continuity and to affirm discontinuity, based on a critical 

reading of the evidence, for there can no longer be any

intrinsic value in continuity for its own sake. Continuity 

for the sake of continuity leads to the path of 

authoritarianism and a relapse into the metaphysics of a 

determined development. A theology based upon a broken

ontology of tradition knows that continuity is neither a 

given nor an achievable goal. It can therefore investigate 

the tradition freely and without nostalgia, for it knows 

that the golden thread of tradition is an illusion.

To view the concept of tradition as a broken ontology 

in the way in which we have described it opens up many 

interesting and important theological avenues. The most 

central of these will be examined in the remainder of the

chapter. Fundamental to our remarks, however, will be the

notion of *relationality’. A broken ontology is an ontology 

of relations insofar as it does not allow the grounding of 

identity as either an absolute in itself or as based upon 

any predetermined notion of Being or presence. We have seen 

this to be a strong theme running through the postmodern 

authors whom we have examined, for example Taylor's critique 

of the self-sufficient Cartesian subject, Heidegger’s
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rejection of an identity which does not include relation to 

difference and Derrida*s undermining of the pretensions of 

the ‘present* in relation to past and future. A broken 

ontology is necessarily relational, and because it is 

relational it opens up space for dialogue with other 

traditions and with forgotten or suppressed dimensions of 

its own tradition.

It is in the movement from the conceptual language of 

"broken ontology" to the relationality of an identity which 

allows difference and a continuity which allows 

discontinuity that we can begin to see the ethical dimension 

of postmodern theological language. As the subversion of 

domination on all levels, the concept of *relationality* is 

no longer simply conceptual but introduces an ethical 

dimension into all discourse. In other words we can say 

that the relationality which the notion of "broken ontology" 

provokes reflects a movement through the crisis of 

metaphysics to the actualities with which the discourse of 

theology is concerned, i.e. the content of the received 

tradition. We have thus made the move from thinking through 

the concept of tradition to the task of dealing with the 

actual received tradition, a move which according to Pelikan  

is at best unwise, at worst impossible. We will examine the  

ethical dimension of postmodern theological discourse in 

detail later in the chapter. For' the present, however, we 

turn our attention to one possible approach to theological 

method which suggests itself as part of a postmodern 

theology.

4.2. Method: Creating and Discovering.

The brokenness of tradition and the lack of certain 

continuity with the past demands a rethinking of theological 

method. The scope of this thesis does not permit the 

development of a full theological method, but certain
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aspects of a method consistent with a broken ontology of 

tradition can be pointed out. In this section we will 

suggest one possible methodological model for a postmodern 

theology of tradition. This method will suggest that 

theology’s attitude to its own tradition must be one of 

practical inquiry which serves to fuel an ongoing 

theological conversation in the knowledge that the broken 

tradition does not admit of any definitive answers to 

theological questions. We will call the resultant

theological method a method of inventio, meaning that it 

includes both discoverng and creating. A theology that is 

genuinely inventio will have a fundamentally different 

approach to the tradition than that which has commonly been 

adopted by Christian theology.

The great theological methods have always sought to 

systematize theology, that is, they have attempted to build 

systems which would last even after the era of their 

creation had passed. This effect of diachronic extension  

was usually sought via the implementation of a method, for 

example the Vincentian Canon, Luther’s method of biblical  

interpretation, the great synthesis of Aquinas, and even 

modern neo-orthodox theologies such as those of Barth or  

Rahner^. Although it can be argued plausibly that many of 

these theologians never intended to build eternal 

theological systems, the crucial point is that their 

theologies were open to just such an interpretation by their  

followers. This tendency to systematize is not unique to 

theology and is common in Western philosphy also. The 

American philosopher Richard Rorty sums up the systematizing 

tendencies of Western philosophy as follows:

A "mainstream" Western philosopher 

typically says: Now that such-and-such a

line of inquiry has had such a stunning 

success, let us reshape all inquiry, and 

all of culture, on its model, thereby

- 176-



permitting objectivity and rationality to 

prevail in areas previously obscured by

convention, superstition, and the lack of a 

proper epistemological understanding of 

man’s ability accurately to understand 

nature^ ̂

Although the concerns of theologians vis-a-vis the 

prevailing models of inquiry are seldom as critical as those 

of their philosopher colleagues, Rorty*s central assertion 

that Western thought commonly tends towards systematization  

is an acceptable summary of the house of authority's

constant desire for the development of a method which would 

provide a universal model for theological activity. Such 

’universal* models of theological method as, for example, 

the neo-orthodox theologies which we examined in Chapter 

Two, can only operate in conjunction with a concept of

tradition in which diachronic identity is fixed and 

guaranteed. But, as we have seen, tradition is broken and  

neither synchronic identity nor diachronic continuity can 

be taken as an absolute. What, then, does theology do with 

its own past; how does it investigate the tradition?

While Rorty's critique of Western philosophy cannot  

be transposed directly onto theology, it can, with some 

notable corrections, help us in the development of an

adequate theological method. In the passage from Rorty 

which we quoted, he criticizes the epistemological model of  

inquiry in which the paradigm of objective knowledge 

dominates. Following Gadamer and Heidegger he is

distrustful of this, as it leads to a situation in which the 

language of a particular method claims a privileged 

attachment to reality and therefore a universal validity 

also.

It is not necessary to agree with Rorty's conclusion  

that "objectivity should be seen as conformity to the norms 

of justification . . .  we find around us"^^ in order to
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accept the validity of his critique of the epistemological 

model of inquiry. But while Rorty equates inquiry with the 

search for objective truth, it is also possible to have a 

model of inquiry which avoids that danger. In theology this 

is particularly important, for theology, more so than 

philosophy, must constantly inquire into its own tradition. 

However, an inquiry into the tradition which wishes to avoid 

adopting the paradigm of objective knowledge can only take 

place when both the tradition and the concept of tradition 

as guaranteed continuity are freed from their position as 

absolutes. In other words, a model of theological inquiry 

which does not seek to systematize its own method and 

findings can only be done in conjunction with a broken 

ontology of tradition on the formal level and a parallel 

norm of the vulnerability of all tradition on the material 

level. If inquiry is conceived in this way then we can 

reject Rorty's assumption that all inquiry is a search for 

objective truth and accept that a suitable model of inquiry 

under a different epistemological paradigm is possible.

So far, however, we have simply established the fact 

that theology can investigate its own tradition without 

treating it as a depository of objective truth or without 

absolutizing the method of investigation. The further 

question remains as to what precise value this inquiry might 

have. Clearly, from all that we have seen in the course of 

this thesis, inquiry into the tradition cannot operate as a 

quest for legitimation or sanction, as this would be a 

falling prey to a futile search for objective truth by 

bestowing on the tradition a metaphysical unity which cannot 

be borne out by the evidence, as we saw in the case of 

Newman. As both the formal and material brokenness of 

tradition are criteria of postmodern theological inquiry, 

the tradition cannot be appealed to as a source of proof- 

texts for citation. In other words, as soon as theology 

gives up the metaphysical assumption of the unity and 

continuity of the tradition it also surrenders the
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assumption of the tradition's absolute normativity. The 

value of inquiry into the tradition, therefore, is not in 

establishing the absolute normativity of particular parts of 

the tradition, but rather in the community's decision about 

which parts of the 'broken* tradition should be accepted as 

contemporary criteria. These criteria are then subject to 

revision and change where the community decides that such 

change is required.

In place of the normativity of the tradition as it 

operates within the house of authority and the 

source/citation model of inquiry which accompanies it, a 

postmodern theology suggests that investigation of the 

tradition operates, to employ Linell E. Cady's useful term,  

as an "instrumentalist" inquiry. Theological decisions 

are made in accordance with their effects on the 

contemporary practice of the community rather than on the 

basis of their relation to the tradition. Cady parallels  

the role of tradition in theology with the role of the past 

in American jurisprudence by outlining three approaches 

which they have in common: the "conventionalist", the

"naturalist" and the "instrumentalist" approaches. The 

"conventionalist" approach simply follows the example of the 

past in making legal or theological decisions [the tradition 

is a depository of truths]. The "naturalist" approach  

places the tradition in a wider context and, while it is not 

afraid to criticize where necessary, the tradition still 

retains vestiges of an absolute normativity [neo-orthodoxy 

and some 'liberal' theologies]. Finally, the "instru

mentalist" approach rejects the a priori normativity of the 

tradition and assigns it "a strategic role in shaping 

theological positions"^^. The instrumentalist mode of 

inquiry does not say that the tradition has no value, but 

the value of the tradition is altered significantly from 

that which it has had in theologies which retain vestiges of 

the house of authority. Normativity, therefore, is the 

product of an instrumentalist decision of the community that
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a particular text, expression of belief, liturgical 

practice, etc. be accepted as a guiding criterion for a 

shorter or longer period of time.

To adopt the instrumentalist mode of inquiry into the 

tradition is to bring the revised ontology of tradition to 

bear directly on theological method. Conversely, not to 

adopt an instrumentalist approach may reveal an unconscious 

metaphysics of tradition which results in an attempted 

revision of the tradition becoming stuck in debate about the 

actual content of the tradition rather than about the more 

basic question of what normativity entails.

In recent theological debate, the writings of Edward 

Schillebeeckx on the issue of ministry provide a clear 

example of this dilemma. In his major works on the subject. 

Ministry: A Case for Change and The Church with a Human
o n

Face , Schillebeeckx attempts to justify "alternative

practices” in the ministry by means of an historical

investigation of the tradition. His methodological approach

to the tradition ends up by falling between the two stools

of the naturalist and instrumentalist approaches. On the

one hand, in referring to the "alternative practices" which

he wishes to justify, Schillebeeckx adopts an

instrumentalist viewpoint: "practice must never wait for the
91permission of theologians before,it gets going"^^. On the  

other hand, Schillebeeckx the historian of the tradition 

falls back into the naturalist approach which gives the 

historical practices of previous generations a normative 

status: "historical arguments can be countered only by

historical arguments to the contrary"^^. This shift from 

discussion about the normativity of the tradition to 

discussion about the content of the tradition in which an a 

priori normativity is at least partially presupposed, leaves 

Schillebeeckx open to the neo-orthodox objection of Walter 

Kasper. Kasper argues that "a generally recognised principle 

of positive dogmatic theology should be recalled, namely, 

that a single historical witness or even several historical
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witnesses never constitute a dogmatic p r o o f I n d e e d ,  

Kasper substantially weakens Schillebeeckx* argument by 

showing how Schillebeeckx has probably misinterpreted Canon 

Six of the Council of Chalcedon^^. Thus, by giving the 

tradition an a priori normative status in the hope of 

strengthening his argument, Schillebeeckx helps to undermine 

those "alternative practices" which an instrumentalist  

approach could possibly defend on other cultural,

sociological or anthropological grounds^^.

If theology comes to accept the brokenness of the 

tradition and the possibility that discontinuity is often as 

likely as continuity, then its rationale for inquiry into  

the tradition cannot be one of citation or search for 

sanction. It should be pointed out that this does not empty 

the tradition of all importance and end all possibility of 

continuity, as if investigation of the tradition was no 

longer of any significance. The tradition will still have 

an essential role to play, and escape from the tradition is 

an impossibility. But interpretations from the past and 

the authoritative pronouncements, decisions and formulations 

of yesteryear no longer fit neatly into a systematic and 

inexorable process of tradition. What is most significant 

about this move from a conventionalist/orthodox or 

naturalist/neo-orthodox mode of .theological inquiry to an  

instrumentalist/postmodern mode is'that it can only be fully 

accomplished when the concepts of *tradition \ ’continuity',  

and 'identity' have been thought through at their 

fundamental basis, namely, the Western metaphysical 

heritage.

When the brokenness of tradition is fully realized 

and the mode of inquiry into the tradition is an  

instrumentalist one which has abandoned the assumption of 

metaphysical continuity and the search for objective truth, 

then theology becomes discourse. By 'discourse' here we 

mean an ongoing and critical conversation on contemporary 

issues of interest to both the Christian community and the
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wider society, guided by the instrumentalist mode of inquiry 

which we have outlined. This limited definition does not 

yet say what the central subjects of such discourse would be 

or what it might hope to achieve, if anything. Both David 

Tracy in theology and Richard Rorty in philosophy have 

advocated * discourse* as a model for their respective 

disciplines. However, there are significant divergences 

between them on what * discourse* precisely entails and we 

will examine these in the following section. For the 

present, however, it is sufficient to recognize * discourse* 

as an attitude to theologizing which is engendered by the 

brokenness of tradition and the impossibility of any longer 

employing the conventionalist/orthodox or naturalist/neo

orthodox modes of inquiry into the tradition in the 

postmodern situation.

A theology which engages in a postmodern discourse 

can be accurately described as inventio (from the verb 

invenio, meaning *to light upon*,*to find*, * to meet with*,

* to find written*, * to come upon in reading*), which we 

employ in its old Latin meaning of referring to both 

discovering and creating^ . This term describes accurately 

how a postmodern theology is bound to investigate the 

tradition without being bound by it, and how theology cannot 

simply repeat the tradition but must constantly create new 

theologies in an ongoing discourse with other religious 

traditions and with contemporary humanity. The imperative 

to discover within the tradition those dimensions of it 

which can continue to call human beings to fullness of life 

and to create new theologies for the contemporary situation 

which can render the tradition meaningful, is born of the 

realization that the brokenness of tradition demands 

constant re-interpretation for the contemporary situation.

In Christian theology, those writings collected into 

the bible have been generally accepted as most disclosive of 

the possibilities for authentic human existence inherent in 

the Christian faith. However, as we saw in Chapter Two, the
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scriptures have frequently been forced into a role which

they were not designed to play, that of the locus of the 

will of God in time. A postmodern theology as inventio 

demands a concomitant understanding of the role of scripture 

in that theology. This is a major task, which is beyond the 

scope of the present work. However, we may pose some 

questions which can suggest the direction in which such an 

understanding of the scriptures would go. Firstly, in the 

light of the Derridean critique of the metaphysical

prejudice of the voice metaphor, is the time not opportune

for a reconsideration of how the metaphysics of presence in 

the speech metaphor may have dictated a certain theological 

understanding of the scriptures? Secondly, if the notion of 

scripture as word of God is dominated by the metaphor of 

speech and not that of writing, can we now free the 

scriptures from this logocentrism and consider them as

’dangerous writing*, open to a greater variety of 

interpretations? Thirdly, freed from the principle of 

identity with the divine will, and the burden of possession 

by jealous stewards of ’authoritative* interpretation, can 

the scriptures again reflect genuine human possibilities of 

hope, struggle and resistance for both the Christian 

community and the wider society?

Only a theology that is genuine inventio can keep the 

tradition alive, for it involves the tradition in the 

activity of discourse and the process of creating new 

theologies. In this respect, when the tradition is viewed 

as a continuous and authoritative unity it is the tradition 

itself which ultimately suffers because it can only repeat 

itself in this form and therefore cannot respond to changing 

human circumstances and intellectual conditions.

Theology as inventio results in what William Dean has 

described as "the creation of fundamentally new
O -7

Christologies' , or, as Juan Luis Segundo puts it,”we must
o o

keep going back and writing gospels”^ .  Segundo*s phrase is 

particularly apt, for it describes the double movement of
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theology as inventio: going back into the tradition in order 

to move forward from the tradition. Theology must think 

back in order to think forward; it must engage in the double 

movement of discovering and creating. But this double 

movement of inventio does not confine theology within the 

tradition, for if it is to be engaged in genuine discourse 

then theology must enter into dialogue with other 

disciplines and with other traditions, religious and 

otherwise. In this way, theology moves along the margins of 

the tradition; it is, of necessity, marginal^^. Its 

marginality is constituted by its willingness to engage in 

discourse with art, literature, science, politics, 

religions, and other human interests on the one hand, and 

with that which is marginal within its own tradition on the 

other - the prophetic, the mystical, the ’heretical’, the 

feminine, the poor. To enter into discourse with the 

marginal is to include within the identity of tradition that 

which is different, the * o t h e r T h e  entry of the 

marginal into the tradition does not destroy the tradition, 

but conserves identity by means of its rejection of the  

metaphysics of identity and the house of authority. The 

process of inventio is the dynamic of tradition.

To summarize this all-too-brief description of a 

postmodern theological method, two things can be affirmed. 

Firstly, theology as inventio, combining an instrumentalist 

mode of inquiry into a broken tradition with an ongoing 

discourse with its own tradition, other religious traditions 

and any discipline open to discourse, is constitutive of 

tradition as it keeps alive the vital contact between the 

tradition and the contemporary situation. Secondly, as the 

only ontology possible for tradition in the postmodern 

situation is what we have called a "broken ontology", the 

focus of theology's attention must shift from a concern with  

the unity and continuity of tradition to the actual 

historical contingencies of the Christian community. The 

challenge facing a postmodern theology is not simply to keep
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these two methodological prerequisites to the forefront, but 

to unite them in an ongoing process of traditioning.

4.3. Critique as Tradition: Critical Discourse

in Tracy, Rorty and Derrida.

In the first chapter of the thesis we saw that one of 

the fundamental characteristics of the postmodern 

consciousness is the adoption of suspicion towards all forms 

of thought. This suspicion is directed especially at those 

oppressive structures of power and knowledge which are  

founded upon authority, the autonomy of consciousness, or a 

metaphysics of unity or continuity which leads to the 

repression of plurality and discontinuity. We take it as  

axiomatic, therefore, that any theology which attempts to be 

genuinely postmodern in this regard of taking seriously the  

challenge thrown down to all traditions by Freud, Marx, 

Nietzsche and others, must adopt suspicion as a key element  

in the theological enterprise. This thesis is just such an

attempt to develop an attitude of suspicion towards the

theological concept 'tradition*; but in this section in 

particular we will suggest, in the context of the 'broken  

ontology' of tradition and the theological methodology 

already outlined in this chapter; how suspicion may become 

an integral dimension of a postmodern theology. This is 

not to say, of course, that theologians until now have never 

adopted an element of suspicion into their theologies, but 

it is to argue that suspicion must be a key element in all  

postmodern theology.

Paul Ricoeur has observed that "critique is also a
O'!

tradition"-^^. In this section we will discuss the meaning

of this assertion in the context of our claim that a

postmodern theology is a theology that is always in 

discourse. We will examine the views of three thinkers,  

David Tracy, Richard Rorty and Jacques Derrida, with a view
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to explicating the role of suspicion in a postmodern 

discourse. The question which we pose, in general, is: 

given the brokenness of tradition, what sort of discourse 

with our own religious and theological tradition, and with 

other traditions, can we expect?

4.3,1. Suspecting the Tradition; David Tracy.

We begin by examining the notion of discourse 

operative in the theology of David Tracy. Tracy has  

advocated discourse* as a model for theological activity 

and has undertaken the development of a theological method 

which takes into account the ambiguous and plural nature of 

all traditions as well as their claims to truth and 

attention. We shall see that Tracy*s theology has both 

similarities and differences with the theology we are 

advocating here. The major premise which we share is that 

every dimension of the tradition is radically ambiguous or 

broken, and therefore the tradition as a whole is open to 

critical investigation. Tracy's emphasis, as we shall see, 

is on the content of the tradition, whereas ours is on the 

way in which metaphysical notions of continuity influence 

the theological function and status of that content.

The context of Tracy ’s theology of tradition is the  

’revisionist* theology which he first advocated in Blessed

Rage for Order^^. This ’revisionist ’ methodology allows him  

to take towards the tradition an attitude of critique which 

is not rejection and an attitude of retrieval which is not 

mere acceptance. A ’revisionist ’ theology is one in which  

the human experience or situation and the Christian

tradition are brought to bear on each other in what Tracy,

in his later work The Analogical Imagination, has called "a
o o

mutually critical correlation”-̂ -̂. The constant interplay 

between the tradition and the ever-changing situation gives 

rise to a context of theological discourse in which "there 

is no one central interpretation around which all
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interpretations focus"^^. Theology finds itself not simply 

in a culture of pluralism, but also in a situation of 

internal pluralism in which there is, to use Paul Ricoeur*s
o c

famous phrase, "a conflict of interpretations"'^"^

For Tracy, conversation with the tradition takes the 

form primarily of conversation with those parts of the 

tradition which he terms "the classics". A classic is a  

person, text, event, or any other dimension of the tradition  

which makes a claim upon our attention-^ , and in so doing 

discloses to us a world of meaning which has heretofore 

remained hidden . This disclosive power of the classic has 

a transformative effect upon our world of meaning^®, and it 

is this power to disclose truth by a transformation of our 

world of meaning that distinguishes the classic from a mere
on

period-piece^. The classics are thus "exemplary

examples"^^ of the tradition which, by means of their  

reception by the community in a particular time and place, 

are given a normative status^^. The claim to importance of 

the classics is, therefore, a claim based on phenomen

ological evidence rather than one founded on authority or 

’objective* truth.

This contribution of Tracy’s is a major step 

forward in our theological reading of the tradition, but the 

notion of the ’classic' still leaves us with many unanswered 

questions. Firstly, it is not clear, especially in The  

Analogical Imagination, whether or not we should view the  

classic as a theological ’given’. Werner Jeanrond has noted 

that Tracy does not make it clear enough that the classic is 

a product of interpretation^^. Gordon Kaufman, however, 

does not give Tracy the benefit of the doubt, and thus sees 

the notion of the classic as inherently conservative because 

it makes it difficult "to adopt a position which might 

require radical surgery and reconstruction of Christian  

faith and institutions"^^. Both critics, while they may 

differ on their overall evaluation of Tracy’s theology, have 

a pertinent point to make. While the classic can only
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become such by means of its reception by the community of 

interpreters, there is always the danger that the classic 

subsequently takes on the status of a theological ’given’, 

so that when it is interpreted anew the later interpretation 

has to come to terms with something which has now attained 

an absolute normativity. As Kaufman correctly points out, 

this makes the possibility of rejection, and even of 

critique, very diffcult.

In his recent work, Plurality And Ambiguity, Tracy 

recognizes that the classic is not necessarily always about  

retrieval and that suspicion is always required before any 

retrieval can take place^ ^. Nevertheless it remains unclear  

whether or not the classic can actually be rejected via 

suspicion or whether it can only be critiqued in its parts, 

thus fading away to be discovered again at a later time and 

place^ ^. This observation prompts us to add a caveat to the  

views of Jeanrond, who judges that even when parts of a 

’classic’, e.g. First Corinthians, have been rejected 

through criticism (e.g. of Paul’s attitude towards women),  

the status of ’classic’ remains because the text remains
A A

"capable of provoking our thought and action' . Now, if 

this statement is taken as saying that even the presence of 

a problematic passage in a text does not necessarily destroy 

the possible claims of the rest, of the text, then it is 

acceptable. But, we must warn that this does not allow 

texts to be termed ’classics’ on a very limited basis. 

Admittedly, even the most negative dimensions of a tradition 

can provoke us to thought and action, but it would not make 

much sense to continue calling something a ’classic’ on this 

basis alone.

An example of the lack of suspicion sometimes evident 

in Tracy’s own model of hermeneutical theology is evident in 

the following passage from The Analogical Imagination:

[It is] imperative that all interpreters

agree to bracket all other differences . . .
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So that a purely hermeneutical argument can

ensue over which particular interpretations

the texts support without further extra-

hermeneutical backings or warrants. Once

that argument is clarified, the

conversation partners may then move on . .
47.

•

In this revealing passage Tracy fails to take into account 

one of the major objections made towards much mainstream 

theologies by theologies of suspicion such as feminist or 

liberation theologies, namely, that they do not recognise 

that "a purely hermeneutical argument” without inclusion of 

one*s perspective is impossible. Any theology which thinks  

that this argument can first be clarified in a clear and 

cognitional way is contributing to the maintenance of the 

status quo by refusing to recognize that the interpretations 

of the various partners in the "hermeneutical argument" are 

already inescapably conditioned.

It is clear from this that the notion of the 

’classic* itself contributes to a certain dilemma at the  

heart of Tracy's theological method and his evaluation of 

the status of the tradition. Thus, it would be better if 

the term were abandoned. Perhaps, to employ a word beloved 

of postmodern literary critics, it could be replaced, in 

professional theology at least, by the adjective 'singular*,  

meaning 'extraordinary', 'exceptional', 'uncommon*,

* remarkable'. This has the advantage of being a more fluid  

term which can still express the fact that this text, person 

or event is of special significance for the community while 

also avoiding the absolutist and populist connotations of 

'classic'. Of course the limitation of any attributive term 

is that it eventually loses its impact and must be 

replaced. However, notwithstanding terminological diffi

culties, this dilemma of the normativity of the tradition 

always involves a certain confusion on the notional level of
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wherein exactly continuity is to be found, and this 

confusion in Tracy*s theology is not allayed even by his 

move towards a more postmodern position in Plurality and 

Ambiguity,

A second, deeper, problem in Tracy's views on 

theological discourse with the tradition is the problem of 

ethics. Werner Jeanrond, Gregory Baum, and Gordon Kaufman  

all take Tracy to task for giving the impression, 

particularly in The Analogical Imagination, that ethical 

critique of the content of the tradition always follows 

after the process of interpretation^^, in an almost chron

ological way. This criticism is consistent with the notion 

of tradition adhering to the concept of the ’classic*, which  

we have just critiqued, and with the division by Tracy of 

theology into fundamental, systematic and practical 

variet<es^^. This schema fits in well with the requirements 

of hermeneutical theology and with the division of labour in 

the university, but tends to reduce praxis to a form of 

'application* which takes place in the 'practical* realm^^. 

The Tracy of The Analogical Imagination sees transformation 

of individual and community life as stemming from the 

disclosive power of the tradition, but does not dispel his 

critics’ assertion that this transformation is primarily  

hermeneutical and cognitive and only later ethical.

In Plurality and Ambiguity Tracy moves partially 

beyond this position to recognize that the ethical charges 

against any religious tradition are the most serious^^. 

Advocating the model of discourse for theology, he asserts 

that "to discover discourse . . .  is to rediscover society 

and history” and so entails "the need for ethical and 

political criticism of the hidden, even repressed, social 

and historical ideologies in all texts, in all language as 

discourse, and, above all, in all interpretations"^^. 

However, as Tracy’s critics have pointed out, if his model  

of discourse does include an integral ethical dimension, 

this is only subsequent to the hermeneutical task, and this
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can only undermine the transformatfve and disclosive notion 

of truth which he advocates. If, as Tracy suggests, 

discourse involves us ethically in history and in society, 

this can only come about when ethics belongs to discourse 

from the outset. Discourse does not necessarily lead to 

ethics, politics and society, as Tracy seems to think, for 

it is quite possible to conceive of a discourse which would 

avoid these areas. Only a discourse which is of its nature 

ethical can be an "authentically shareable, public
c o

d i s c o u r s e " .

This brief consideration of some of the central 

elements in David Tracy*s theology has enabled us to 

establish two fundamental criteria regarding the 

methodological requirement that a postmodern theological 

discourse contain an integral suspicion. Firstly, the 

postmodern recognition that continuity is broken and that 

the content of the tradition cannot function as a certain 

defence against that brokenness means that theology must 

remain open to the possibility that parts of the tradition 

may be rejected via suspicion. Retrieval, as Tracy makes  

clear, is always a possibility; but rejection, as Tracy  

fails to make clear, is an equal possibility. Not to 

recognize fully the possibility of rejection of parts of the  

tradition is to allow the content of the tradition to 

function in a way in which it can take on the character of 

an inexorable continuity, thus beginning the steep slide 

into a metaphysics of tradition. Secondly, if the received 

tradition is to have the power of disclosure and trans

formation, then theological discourse must be an ethical 

discourse from the outset. Tracy’s hermeneutical theology 

does not do justice to this requirement. Rather than say,  

as Tracy does, that discourse leads us to ethics, we assert 

that suspicion is always (though not exclusively, for 

cognitive problems are present here also) an ethical 

suspicion, and thus that the discourse in which we engage 

must always be an inherently ethical discourse. In the
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following section we shall examine more fully the importance 

of ethics for a postmodern theology of tradition. 

Meanwhile, in the remainder of this section, we will 

continue to pursue the question of what it means to say 

that our discourse with the broken tradition is a discourse 

of suspicion and critique,

4,3.2, Suspecting Discourse: Richard Rorty.

The model of discourse which we have been discussing  

in this section is particularly suited to a theology which 

wishes to recognize and accept the existing pluralism in and 

between the various religious traditions as well as the 

pluralism within the wider culture. However, to advocate 

discourse as a model for the theological task in a situation 

of pluralism is not to advocate an eclecticism or 

relativism in which it matters not what is said. This  

danger is always present, but it must be resisted on the 

basis that to enter genuine discourse entails that one has 

something meaningful to say and, furthermore, that a genuine 

pluralism can only persist through dialogue. A pluralist 

situation demands a choice between entering discourse, and 

thus keeping pluralism alive, or else refusing discourse and 

leaving the way open for a meaningless eclecticism or, worse 

still, the beginnings of totalitarianism.

In order to clarify further the notion of discourse 

we are advocating here, it will be useful to look briefly at 

the model of discourse developed for philosophy by Richard  

Rorty^ ^. Taking up Gadamer's idea of substituting the  

notion of Bildung (education/self-formation) for that of 

"knowledge" as the goal of thinking, Rorty develops a  

distinction between what he calls "edifying" philsophy and 

systematic philosophy ^ ^. An edifying dscourse is one which  

has given up the pretension that its language and vocabulary
CT ̂

have some "privileged attachment to reality" . Rorty  

contends that we must abandon all residue of the
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Enlightenment’s faith in the possibility of reason finding a 

pure knowledge, and asserts that "objectivity should be seen 

as conformity to the norms of justification (for assertions 

and for actions) we find about us"^^. In other words, that 

which we call "objective” is whatever we agree, through  

consensus, to be most useful or conducive in a particular 

situation.

What Rorty is attacking here is the "mirror" view  

that language directly represents some objectifiable 

reality, or that speech is an external objectification of 

some purely inner representation. This is fundamentally the 

same criticism as that which Derrida makes of logocentric
c o

notions of speech or representation"^^. An edifying 

discourse, continues Rorty, is one "which aims to keep the 

conversation going rather than to find any objective 

t r u t h " T h e  participants in an edifying discourse avoid 

having a view; they say things, better or worse things,  

without actually making any statements about "reality". 

Among the thinkers whom Rorty would take the liberty of 

placing in this category are Goethe, Kierkegaard, Nietzsche, 

James, Dewey, Santayana, the later Heidegger and the later 

Wittgenstein. Rorty*s edifying discourse goes hand in hand  

with what we can call a *weak’ epistemology:

If we see knowing as not having an essence, 

to be described by scientists or 

philosophers, but rather as a right, by 

current standards, to believe, then we are 

well on the way to seeing conversation as 

the ultimate context within which knowledge 

is to be understood^®.

Rorty*s model of discourse, therefore, is deduced from his 

criticism of what he views as the post-Enlightenment 

illusion that an objective epistemology is possible.

Rorty's critique of many of the pretensions of
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Western thought is one with which a postmodern theology can 

have several points of agreement. For instance his portrait 

of the "mainstream” Western philosopher’s notion of 

epistemology is, as we saw^^, one which has resonances in 

theology also. However, the model of "edifying discourse" 

which Rorty then goes on to advocate on the basis of his 

critique of a certain epistemology is open to serious 

question, and is, in our consideration, an inadequate model 

of discourse for a postmodern theology. There are three  

distinct, though related, problems with Rorty's concept of  

discourse: his limited concept of truth; the ethical vacuum 

within which his discourse seems to occur; and, as a 

consequence, the fundamentally conservative nature of the 

discourse which he advocates. We shall outline each of 

these criticisms briefly.

Firstly, Rorty's limited notion of * truth*. The  

concept of "objective truth" which he criticizes is one 

which seems to be particularly operative in the *hard* 

sciences, and Rorty is quick to associate this notion of  

truth with philosophy also. Witness his association of 

scientists and philosophers as partners in the crime. 

However, Rorty jumps quickly from this critique to a  

position in which truth can only be equated with conformity 

to agreed norms of justification. Other possibilities of 

truth - in art, myth, literature, religion - which might 

come between these extremes are discounted. Rorty*s concept 

of discourse is thus considerably impoverished for, as Tracy  

argues so convincingly, the model of discourse can be 

closely tied to a disclosive and transformative notion of 

truth which then acts as an impetus to discourse . By 

discounting the possibility of truth-claims being made upon 

the participants in the discourse, Rorty’s model of 

discourse becomes a conversation with no direction, lacking  

any possibility of genuine critique because nothing that is 

said really matters; mere opinion cannot be adequate reason 

for adopting a particular course of action. In such a
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situation, pluralism can only suffer.

Secondly, and following from this first point, 

Rorty’s notion of discourse lacks an ethical dimension. 

This is a criticism which we also made of Tracy *s 

hermeneutical theology, but with a major difference. In 

Tracy*s model of discourse the ethical considerations seemed 

to follow on from the hermeneutics, but in Rorty the ethical 

seems to be lacking completely, ostensibly because he would 

equate ethical considerations with a search for objective 

truth. Ethics, like eve ^ h ing else, "is just a further set
^ A

of descriptions" ^ according to Rorty, but this begs the  

question as to why the ethical dimensions of human activity 

interest us at all! With Rorty's weak epistemology, 

discourse itself would appear to be fruitless, other than 

for passing the time, and therefore, except for those with 

enough leisure time to devote to "edification", pointless to 

engage in.

Thirdly, this model of discourse which lacks an 

ethical dimensi’on and which precludes a moment of critique 

because the partners in discourse must avoid having a 

viewpoint, is one which is at best conservative, at worst 

bordering on the totalitarian. Who, in a discourse which 

lacks an ethic, establishes the norms of justification for 

conformity? Surely the most, powerful. Who, in a  

conversation which lacks critique, decides when "agreement" 

has been reached? Surely those whose positions of power and  

authority allow them to establish the communal norms for 

conformity. If these controllers of the discourse do not 

like what they are hearing, they can simply "change the 

subject"^ ^. David Tracy*s judgement on Rorty as "an elegant  

spokesman for the leisured classes" is too genteel; 

Rorty's model of discourse more accurately reflects the 

position of those who are powerful enough to set the 

"edifying" agenda and keep in train an uncritical, non- 

ethical, "discourse" which suits their ideological needs. 

As one commentator has observed, Rorty "evades the .

- 195-



crucial problem of how one could critise any system of 

belief if the only means of properly understanding it was on 

its own implicit terms of cultural justification”^^.

We argued in the previous section of this chapter 

that the brokenness of tradition demands a mode of inquiry 

into the tradition that could be termed "instrumentalist”• 

That is to say that investigation of the tradition takes 

place under the guidance of the demands of the contemporary 

situation and not under the guidance of the normativity of 

the tradition. We gave the name inventio to the theological 

activity to which this gives rise, meaning that theology 

continues to discover the tradition but is not afraid to 

dispense with elements of the tradition and create new 

theologies where necessary. From our criticism of Rorty  

here it should be clear that our notion of instrumentalist 

inquiry and our model of discourse have little in common 

with Rorty*s notion of discourse or his philosophy of  

pragmatism.

As it lacks both the critical and ethical dimensions 

required for genuine discourse, Rorty's edifying model does  

not do justice to our delineation of the theological task as 

inventio. In fact, Rorty has stated explicitly that his  

notion of discourse no longer cares "about the distinction 

between discovery and creation, finding and making" . But  

it is precisely this distinction which allows discourse with 

the tradition to take place and which ensures a continued 

pluralism. A theological, or indeed cultural, discourse 

that is inventio keeps the plurality of conversation alive 

precisely through its engagement with the tradition. Rorty  

contents himself with declaring a de facto pluralism, but 

this de facto pluralism will eventually succumb to the 

dominant ideological interests in the culture if it is not 

constantly subjected to suspicion and critique. This 

ongoing suspicion opens up the possibility of critique as 

tradition and prevents de facto pluralism turning into a de
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facto monism or totality.

Against the latent reactionary tendencies 

religious, ethical, and socio-political - inherent in de 

facto declarations of pluralism, we must posit a broken 

ontology of pluralism in which no identity can exclude the 

differences which are always constitutive of it. No 

tradition can reject the * other' that calls its dominant 

ideologies into question; and no discourse can be dissolved  

into a mere swopping of opinions. A broken ontology of 

pluralism is one which can never give way to totalizing  

tendencies, in the way that Rorty's model of discourse 

inevitably will, nor submit to a simple eclecticism, for it 

is a pluralism in which, in Tracy's phrase, ’’all is 

articulated through difference”^^. Theological discourse, 

as we have described it, can never be discourse in Rorty's 

sense, because it is always engaged in the process of 

inventio, a process that is never finished. Perhaps,  

ultimately, it will be precisely such a theological mode of 

discourse which will best serve the defence of genuine 

ethical, political, and cultural pluralism.

4.3.3. Deconstruction as Reasoned Critique: Jacques

Derrida.

As we have argued throughout this thesis, theological 

identity and continuity must always be viewed through the 

lens of difference and interruption, for in a theology which 

attends to the crisis in metaphysics all is indeed 

articulated through difference. Above all it has been those 

thinkers who have signalled that crisis - Nietzsche,  

Heidegger, Foucault, Derrida, Levinas and Taylor - who have 

disrupted the unquestioning identity and comfortable 

continuity of the concept of tradition. Moreso than a self- 

styled ’’postmodern bourgeois liberal” such as Rorty, these 

thinkers keep discourse going in a critical manner which 

resists the desire to seek the lowest common denominator.
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the * consensus’ Imposed by those who set the agenda.

It is surprising, then, to find a theologian such as 

Tracy, whom we have seen to be moving closer to a

postmodernist position, saying, on the one hand, that 

discourse ”is questioning itself” and on the other hand 

asserting that "when Jacques Derrida enters, the

conversation stops"^ ^. It would seem from this that Tracy  

would level the same criticism at Derrida that we have

levelled at Rorty, namely that he robs discourse of its  

critical dimension. While it is true that reading Derrida 

does not always give one the impression of being engaged in 

a critical discourse, the theology of Mark C, Taylor, as 

well as the efforts of the present work, are strong 

indicators that the deconstructionist side of postmodernism 

can serve as a real impetus to theological discourse. By 

way of strengthening our contention that critique of the 

tradition itself constitutes tradition, it will be

beneficial to take up some of the objections raised against  

a deconstructionist approach by both Richard Rorty and David  

Tracy. These objections will, in the main, be seen to be  

unfounded. Our aim in this subsection is to offer a defence 

of deconstruction as reasoned and reasonable critique in the 

best tradition of Enlightenment thought.

To speak of critique and, suspicion is to speak of 

reason. In Richard Rorty*s model of discourse for  

philosophy, critique and suspicion that are founded on 

reason are impossible because the only vantage-point from 

which discourse can occur is the limited one of cultural 

consensus. It is not surprising, then, that Rorty views the  

Derridean line of postmodernism as remaining caught up in 

pointless discussion and argument about unsolvable 

metaphysical and epistemological problems which only hinder 

the move to an enlightened pragmatism ^ ^. From Rorty’s  

perspective these are false questions to which there can be 

no answers, so it would be better if the questions were 

abandoned. He therefore views deconstruction, and Derrida
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in particular, as stuck at a sort of half-way-house to

pragmatism, liking the way in which it debunks many of the

pretensions of Cartesian and Kantian reason, but bewailing

its inability to get beyond the illusion that metaphysical
7or ontological questions can be resolved in any way'“̂.

We have already seen that Rorty's view results in an  

ethical vacuum and a non-critical model of discourse. This 

is a road down which Derrida, the primary deconstructionist 

thinker, has refused to travel. Unlike Rorty, Derrida  

realizes that there is no escape from metaphysical language 

or the demands of reason; there is no way around the

tradition, but only through it. Even if Derrida does not

believe that the answers of the tradition will suffice for

the questions of the tradition, this does not allow him to

abandon the questions; they must, rather, be thought 

through. Christopher Norris, one of the most vocal 

defenders of deconstruction as reasoned critique, observes 

that an effective counter-argument against Rorty must show

that enlightened critique is not a concept

disposed of by pragmatist arguments; that

cultural forms of life can be understood on

terms not their own; and that the powers of

theoretical reflection are not exhausted in

the recounting of first-order myths or 
74narratives

Deconstruction, argues Norris, far from being a quasi

pragmatism which has become bogged down in metaphysics, "is 

most importantly a textual activity that works to undermine 

the kind of consoling self-image given back by a dominant 

cultural t r a d i t i o n " . Critique of the dominant cultural 

tradition is, of course, precisely what Rorty wishes to  

reject because it would undermine the consensus view of 

truth which he defends. How deconstruction can operate as 

reasoned critique is well illustrated in two examples from
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the work of Derrida.

The first example is Derrida*s critique of Michel 

Foucault’s attempt to write a "history of madness"' . 

Foucault argues in Madness and Civilzation that since the

moment Descartes, in the First Meditation, hypothesised 

insanity as a methodological strategy to demonstrate radical 

doubt, reason has viewed madness as the dangerous * other*  

which must be excluded at all costs. With this premise as 

his starting-point, Foucault set out to write a history or 

"archaeology" of madness which would subvert the dominance  

of reason at all its stages. Now Derrida objects to the  

very possibility of writing such a history on the basis that  

"a history, that is, an archaeology, against reason 

doubtless cannot be written, for despite all appearances to 

the contrary, the concept of history has always been a 

rational one"^^. Foucault, by narrating the history of 

madness, does not subvert the discourse of rationality, but  

rather joins it, thus undermining his own avowed aim.  

Foucault’s ’weak', Rorty-like, epistemology prevents him

from seeing rational discourse as anything other than a
7 0

discourse of power and domination' , but, as we saw in the 

case of Rorty, it is the lack of rational critique which 

results in the abuse of power and the danger of 

totalitarianism. Both Rorty and Foucault fail to realize  

that, as Norris puts it, "it is only by working persistently 

within that tradition [of reasoned critique], but against 

some of its ruling ideas, that thought can muster the 

resistance required for an effective critique of existing  

institutions"^^.

A second example of how deconstruction operates as

reasoned critique is Derrida’s essay "The Principle of
finReason: The University in the Eyes of its Pupils" .

Derrida points out that, since Kant, knowledge has been 

divided into ’pure’ and ’practical' kinds, with philo

sophical debate belonging in the former category and all 

discourse on law, politics, power and society belonging in
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the latter; thus the 'thinkers' are free to think, but they 

buy that freedom at the price of steering clear of all 

practical affairs. This division between 'pure' reason and 

the practicality of the 'real' world has, argues Derrida, 

always been a fallacy, and it is nowhere more evident than 

in the modern university, where almost all disciplines can 

be put "at the service of war, of national and international
0 1

security"^. As all discourse, perhaps particularly that 

of the academic, is deeply compromised by its involvement 

with structures of power and domination, how can it carry 

out a genuine critique of those structures? Rorty would 

answer that it cannot, for it is bound by necessity to those 

cultural structures within which it had its origin and can 

therefore have no vantage point from which to criticize 

them. But Derrida rejects this "you cannot bite the hand 

that feeds you” viewpoint on the basis that it is a flight
0 0

into "irrationalism”” , a retreat from reason which only 

reinforces the cultural, ethical and political status-quo. 

Once again, Derrida rejects that interpretation of 

deconstruction which would view it as an escape from reason 

into some realm of pure textuality or solipsistic 

opinionating^^, reasserting in the process the public and 

ethica^l dimensions of a postmodern discourse.

It is significant that Christopher Norris considers 

Derrida's defence of critical reason in ”The Principle of 

Reason” to be an implicit rejection of much American 

'deconstruction' which frequently takes Derrida's more
o c

ambiguous and 'textualist' statements to mean that nothing 

can be said at all beyond textualist word-games. Having 

just seen two examples of the critical and ethical import of 

Derrida's thought, we can judge that David Tracy's 

generalized attack on "some” deconstructionists is more 

applicable to a certain strand of American deconstruction 

rather than to Derrida's own thought:
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The favoured illusion of some

deconstructionist thinkers is that they

have so freed themselves from history and
atone

society that they^^can enjoy the energizing 

experience of language deconstructing 

itself . . . .  [But this] is the illusion 

that history and society can be kept at bay 

while we all enjoy the surf of the 

signifiers^^.

Certainly, this is not Derrida's position, and Tracy’s

criticism would be best directed at some American literary
87critics who take up extreme deconstructionist positions ,

while more attention should be given to those who, like
88Frank Lentricchia , take up a more ethical and political  

deconstructionist critique. Indeed, Lentricchia has

objected against that American interpretation of Derrida  

which results in a reduction of the importance of history 

and society®^. Tracy would do well to focus his critique 

more accurately.

It would seem, then, that Tracy's fear is that the  

texts of the tradition are reduced to pure ' textuality' ,  

thus emptying them of their claiming power upon us and 

effectively rendering the disclosure notion of truth 

redundant. Thus, he criticizes Derrida for being more  

interested in words in texts than in texts themselves, but  

then, inconsistently, goes on to say that Derrida's aim is  

to show how particular words in a text undo the claims to 

unity in a whole text!^^ We have contended here that as 

regards Derrida himself that claim is unfounded, although it  

may be directed at some of his interpreters. Moreover, we  

have asserted that postmodern thinking, in the line of  

Derrida (and, we may add, Heidegger and others) is best  

considered as reasonable, critical, discourse and as such it  

has an important role to play in contemporary theology.
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Frank Lentricchia expresses this line of reasoning well when 

he writes:

It is not a matter of throwing away the 

Western tradition and its reasonable 

orders, since that tradition and its reason 

is just about all that we have, and are 

likely to have . . . .  It is a matter of 

questioning this order from within the 

order itself; it is a matter of creating an  

internal disturbance; it is a matter, then,  

of strategic questioning of reason by 

reason, of the metaphysical tradition with 

the very tools that that tradition has 

given us (there being no other to work  

with)^^.

As we have affirmed consistently in this section of 

the thesis, critique of the tradition is also a tradition. 

Therefore it seems evident that even a theologian such as 

Mark C. Taylor, who proclaims that tradition is at an end,  

can only, finally, subvert his own contention by continuing 

the tradition via a critique of the tradition. Nowhere is 

the Western metaphysical tradition more open to question, 

indeed nowhere should it be more open to question, than in 

theology.

4.3.4. Critique as Tradition.

In this section of our final chapter we have analysed 

the meaning of Ricoeur's assertion that "critique is also a
n 9

tradition"^ . We have done so from the perspective of a 

postmodern discourse which begins from the knowledge that in 

the crisis of metaphysics the only ontology of continuity or 

tradition which is possible is a broken ontology. 

Postmodern theological discourse resists the metaphysics of
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continuity which stifles critique in the name of tradition 

and suppresses difference in the name of identity. A 

postmodern theology that is inventio is not afraid to

discover, to learn, from the tradition; but, because it is 

critique, it is not content with repeating the tradition, 

but must also create. Theology as inventio is loyal to 

tradition through its critique of the tradition.

The critique of tradition is, itself, a tradition. 

In the history of theology, and especially since the 

Reformation, *"ecclesia semper reformanda” has been an 

important principle of the best theologies. However, in 

speaking of critique as tradition from a postmodern 

perspective we have something quite different in mind than 

what Tillich called the interaction between the "Catholic 

substance” and the "Protestant principle”^^. Tillich’s 

language reflects a metaphysics which posits an "essence" 

which is held in check by a "critique". This is a binary 

opposition which is impossible in a broken ontology and 

which we can suspect of being a metaphysical construct on a 

historical situation, namely, that of the Reformation. A

postmodern theology is not concerned simply with the

theologies of the historical churches, but with the very 

basis of theologizing, the language of theology. It is, 

therefore, impossible to speak at the *end* of metaphysics 

of a "substance" which is kept alive by a "principle" of 

critique. It may well be that theology must abandon all 

such imagery which seems to have a metaphysical grounding, 

notwithstanding the fact that escape from the language of

metaphysics is finally impossible.

To speak of critique as tradition is to enter the 

realm of negative thinking. When all can be suspected, and 

when it is impossible to posit an ideal against which the 

contingent can be measured, it will always be easier to say 

what tradition is not rather than what tradition is. 

Postmodernism shows us that while critique may not be 

grounded in transcendental, a-historical, ultimates, it is
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still possible to engage in critique. For theology this 

will entail investigation of the tradition without appeal to 

a particular, legitimizing, history.

Postmodern thought, particularly that in the line of 

Heidegger and Derrida which we have followed in this thesis, 

is an opportunity for theology to put continual critique of 

its own metaphysical assumptions at the heart of its 

discourse. An authentic discourse and an authentic 

plurality can only flow when theology creates an "internal 

disturbance" by means of an unrelenting suspicion and an

unwavering critique of its own discourse and tradition. 

But, we must add, not only an internal disturbance, but an 

external disturbance also, for postmodernism has shown us  

that metaphysics pervades not only theology and philosophy, 

but also art, literature, politics, economics, militarism 

and the university, etc. There is, consequently, at present  

a blurring of frontiers, a realization that a tradition is 

shared by all disciplines; a situation in which old 

oppositions are beginning to break down. Perhaps in the

discourse of postmodernism we can see the beginning of the

end of the modern antipathy to religion, or at least to a 

certain form of religious thinking, which had its 

justifiable origins in Erasmus, Copernicus, Galileo and  

Voltaire, and which reached its, vehement climax in Marx,  

Nietzsche and Freud, Perhaps we are witnessing the 

formative moments of a restless religious discourse with new 

theological possibilities. Perhaps, even, the discourse of 

postmodernity will be, at root, a theological discourse.

We have contended in this section that, in the time 

of the crisis of metaphysics, the only ^certainty' left to 

us with respect to tradition may be that the notion of 

tradition is best explained by saying that critique is a  

tradition. In making this call for a critique that is

reasonable, radical, and ongoing we have examined the type  

of discourse to which a broken ontology of tradition gives 

rise. That this discourse is a discourse which finds itself
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in crisis is obvious. We can, therefore agree with all but 

the final point of the following assertion from Michael 

Levin:

Postmodern discourse is not only a

discourse which takes as its problem the 

experience of a crisis; it is also a 

discourse which is itself in crisis: a

discourse without grounds, without a

subject, without an origin, without any 

absolute center, without reason^ ^.

Whether we take Levin's "without reason” to mean "without  

purpose" or to mean "irrational", the inference must be 

rejected. Only a Rorty-style discourse is "without 

purpose", and we have seen the limitations of such a 

discourse. As Derrida has shown, the discourse of  

postmodernism can be a thoroughly rational discourse.

Not only is the model of postmodern discourse which 

we have posited here thoroughly rational, it is also an 

ethical discourse. Postmodern discourse sets out to subvert 

and deconstruct all pretensions to dominance and exclusion 

in language, culture, and social, political or religious 

systems. To say that the notion of tradition is best 

expressed by saying that critique is a tradition is to open 

the ethical question anew within the frame of theology. In 

the final section of this chapter we shall examine what it 

means to say that a postmodern theological discourse is an 

ethical discourse.

4.4. The Ethical Grounding of Tradition.

The subversion of the metaphysical principle of 

identity and the collapse of the house of authority, charted 

by theologians such as Farley and Taylor and philosophers 

such as Heidegger and Derrida results in a critical
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discourse of difference, otherness and relationality. 

Critical discourse is the introduction of difference and 

otherness into language; relationality is the introduction 

of difference into the self, not simply the individual 

subject, but all generic * selves' such as communities and 

institutions. Relationality, traced by Mark C. Taylor in 

connection with the erasure of the Cartesian subject, is a 

wholly ethical concept^^. As the subversion of all attempts  

to preserve absolute identity and domination, relationality 

is not simply ethical critique, but it demands further 

description. It demands that we attempt to think the non- 

logocentric unity of relationality. That is to say that we 

do not content ourselves with the notion that relationality 

is simply a principle of relations between 'selves*; the 

concept itself requires a description of the consequences of 

the application of the concept to particular 'selves'.

As theological discourse occurs primarily in the  

ecclesia, and as the ecclesia is itself an organ of 

continuity, a part of the tradition, we shall attempt to 

apply the concept of ethical relationality to the notion of 

ecclesia. This offers the possibility of returning to the 

dialectical relationship between the content of the 

tradition and the methodological reflection we have 

undertaken in this thesis. In other words, theological 

discourse is not simply cognitiorial, but is always related 

to religious praxis, liturgy, prayer, reading and the 

struggle for justice within and without the ecclesia.

To say that a postmodern ecclesiality, a term which 

we can use to signify a prolegomenon to an ecclesiology, is 

relational is to say that it is constituted by its relation 

to the 'other', to difference, within its own tradition and 

in other traditions. Normally, the 'other' will enter 

ecclesiality by means of critical discourse. Ecclesiality  

which lacks a critical discourse frequently excludes the 

other: the 'heretic', the Jew, the homosexual, the

unbeliever , the woman, the dissident, the poor, the artist.
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have all at times been excluded in order to preserve the 

identity of ecclesiality. This prompts us to ask: what is 

the essence of ecclesiality?; is ecclesiality essential? 

Levinas has claimed that **Esse is interesse; essence is 

interest”^^. Who, then, are the speculators who reap the  

interest (interesse) of the essence (esse) of ecclesiality? 

In whose interest is the ecclesia essential? When the  

identity of the ecclesia is at stake, relationality is  

rejected and critical discourse impossible. But in a 

postmodern theology it is the exclusion of the other which  

is impossible, because identity only comes about through the  

difference that the relationality of the other entails. If 

there can be a postmodern ecclesiology (and this is by no  

means certain) it can only be based upon an ecclesiality of 

the other. Furthermore, this can only be, it must be, an  

ethical ecclesiality, because the presence of the other is  

an ethical presence, calling into question not only the  

language of theology and of the tradition but also the  

nature of the community whose language and tradition this  

is. What, then, does it mean to speak of the ethical  

dimension of tradition?

A postmodern ecclesiality is an ecclesiality of 

otherness, difference, and relationality. The discourse of  

such an ecclesia is, as we have contended throughout, always  

an ethical discourse. In theological terms, the ethical  

dimension of tradition is the critical discourse of a 

relational ecclesiality. This assertion requires that we 

attempt to describe how the ethical dimension is a 

constitutive dimension of tradition. To do this we shall 

undertake to examine the attempts of two non-postmodernist 

theologians, Edward Farley and Juan Luis Segundo^^, to  

follow this same path. This will enable us to show that the 

assertion we have made via a critique of metaphysics can be 

made from more orthodox theological perspectives, although,  

we would argue, not as effectively, and also to show that  

the ethical is a constitutive dimension of all theologizing
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and not merely a separate branch of theological reflection,

Edward Farley, in the second part of his Ecclesial 

Reflection, writes that ^tradition (paradosis) in the sense 

of persisting ecclesial existence is found primarily in the 

depth sociality, the determinate intersubjectivity of the 

community"^^. From the postmodern perspective as we have 

outlined it, "depth sociality" can be read as 

*relationality *, including the critical and ethical  

dimensions that this term entails. We can therefore say  

that tradition is carried on in the depth relationality of 

the community, taking the word * depth* to refer to something  

that is not necessarily articulated consciously or 

systematically^^. For Farley the "depth sociality" of the 

community is closely bound to the symbolic religious 

universe which is its context, and the interpretation of 

this symbolic universe requires a depth linguistics which 

would explicate the "mutually intended meanings" inherent in 

the community's "depth sociality"^®^. We can say, then,  

that the depth relationality of the community is 

characterized by the particular symbolic universe which is 

the frame of its theological discourse. This particular  

symbolic universe and the history of its appropriation and 

interpretation by the community is what we may properly call
IQ

the tradition.

For Farley, the intersubjectivity of the community 

and the symbolic universe within which it is framed are not 

absolutes, but rather historical and changing contingencies. 

Therefore, no particular manifestation or interpretation of  

community yields the essence of ecclesiality^^^, for such an 

a-historical essence is not to be found. This means, says  

Farley, that all "provincial spaces" are deabsolutized^^^. 

Within the house of authority, argues Farley, the remembered  

content, the tradition, was absolutized and separated from 

the process of ecclesial continuity which goes to transform 

the historical situations within which it finds itself. 

Farley calls this transformation of historical situations
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"redemptive”, while we, at this methodological stage, would 

prefer to say that this is the result of a critical, 

ethical, discourse which attends relationality. Whatever 

way the latter point is expressed, the reunification of the 

tradition with the dynamic of continuity associated with the 

discourse of relationality results in a theology in which 

the tradition is related to the historical situations in 

which the community finds itself. In Farley* s words, ’’[the] 

tradition persists in the ecclesial community as something 

through which the ever-changing situations of the world are
1 n o

experienced”̂-^ .
It is important to make clear that the tradition is 

not * applied' to or even 'correlated* with the historical 

situation. It rather functions as a lens through which the 

contingent historical actualities are viewed, in the same 

way as the tradition is viewed through the lens of history. 

The import of this is that, as Farley puts it, "the telos of 

the whole apparatus of tradition and transmission is 

everyday space and time”^^^. In other words, the locus of  

the continuity of tradition is not the content of the

tradition, or even, solely, the depth-sociality of the

community, but rather the community's critical discourse on, 

and transformation of the historical situation viewed

through the lens of the tradition,.

This calls for interpretation, not primarily of the 

tradition's content, but of the historical, ethical, social 

and political contexts within which theology engages in 

discourse. Investigation and interpretation of the received 

tradition is still necessary, but must take place within the 

frame of the ethical dimension of critical discourse. In 

other words, the ethical demands of what Farley calls 

”everyday space and time" require that every act of 

interpretation and every discourse acknowledges from the 

outset that it has an ethical dimension. Unlike a her

meneutics such as that of Tracy, which, as we saw, brings in 

the ethical dimension after the act of interpretation, the
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hermeneutics required by a postmodern discourse is a 

hermeneutics of the prevalent ethical questions in the 

contemporary situation. As Farley puts it succinctly and 

powerfully:

the primary task of the interpretation 

which attends all ecclesial activities is 

not the interpretation of ecclesiality 

itself, as if it were a fixed content; it 

is the interpretation through ecclesiality 

of contemporaneity^^^.

Tradition, as a theological concept, is then viewed as the 

continuation of the ecclesia*s critical, ethical, discourse 

on the contemporary situation viewed through the lens of the 

tradition. This is the ethical grounding of tradition.

A similar notion of how the theological concept of 

tradition is thoroughly ethical is to be found in Faith 

and Ideologies, the first volume of Juan Luis Segundo*s 

five-volume series Jesus of Nazareth Yesterday and Today^^^. 

Segundo begins from the anthropological premise that ’’every 

human being must take a chance on life, choosing as his or 

her supreme goal something whose value is not known in a 

personal, experiential way”^^^. , As we have no means of 

verifying in advance what way we should live life, we must 

give priority to some goal or value^^^, thus closing off 

other possible value-options which we might have made. The 

only possible way we can do this is by accepting the value 

choices of others as authentic referential witness for our 

own choice of values. To the extent that we trust in the 

value choices made by others, our existence is fundamentally 

social; in Segundo's terms we have * faith* in other people 

and in society. This 'faith* is not 'religious* in the 

normal understanding of the term, but is a basic ’’anthropo

logical faith” which is ”an absolutely universal dimension 

of the human being”^^^. Trust in the values of others is
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part of being human in society.

Religious faith, continues Segundo, is not something 

different from anthropological faith, but is an extension of 

it by means of an identification with a particular set of 

values and with the witnesses to those values: in other

words, identification with a tradition. In specific

Christian terms, argues Segundo, this is how Jesus of

Nazareth formed his religious identity:

Jesus identified himself with a ’trad

ition*, a specific history. It entailed a 

long series of referential witnesses to 

certain values, a process involving 

defeats, victories, and retreats. Jesus 

made clear his continuity with a group of 

human beings who were deeply united in 

their anthropological faith^^^.

Of course this tradition involved interruption and 

discontinuity also, as Jesus called for a radical and 

continual critique of people's value-structures (i.e., 

conversion) on the basis of their awareness of the values 

adhered to by others (i.e., anthropological faith). 

Tradition, as with conversion, ,is an ongoing process of 

learning^^^.
However, as with Farley, Segundo's concept of 

tradition, though primarily ethical, is not exclusively so. 

The framework which makes a particular tradition religious, 

what Farley calls "the symbolic religious universe", is 

called by Segundo the realm of "transcendent data"^^^. 

These are unverifiable elements which make a chosen value 

seem worthwhile; for example, the claim of Jesus that God is 

a loving Father is a transcendent datum which gives support 

to an anthropological faith in the dignity of human love and 

the value of the created universe. Such data are termed 

'transcendent' insofar as they transcend all concrete
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experience by not filling it out from within or by plugging 

gaps in our scientific knowledge. They can serve to 

support, correct, develop, deepen or even challenge a 

particular values-structure. What is of most importance for 

the concept of tradition, however, is not the transcendent 

data, but the shared values of the community, for, despite
1 1 o

the limitations of the term * anthropological faith* it

is on the ethical level that a postmodern theology must 

search for continuity.

Whether, then, we speak with Farley of a "depth 

sociality" of the community or with Segundo in terms of a 

"community of witnesses" to values —  structures, we can  

recognize that both theologians demonstrate that the concept  

of tradition is an inherently ethical concept. Moreover, 

both thinkers avoid the reduction of tradition to a meta

physics of history or to a simple claim for phenomenological 

continuity of content. However, despite Farley*s critique 

of the principle of identity and Segundo*s inherent mistrust 

of metaphysics^^^, neither thinker has thought through a

critique of metaphysics to the ethical ground of tradition 

as we have tried to do. What we can learn from them 

primarily, however, is that the postmodern view of tradition 

as critical, ethical, discourse is one which finds

resonances in the work of contemporary theologians who are 

not approaching the question from a strictly postmodern

perspective. Farley ’s demand that hermeneutics must concern  

itself with the interpretation of the contemporary

"provincial spaces" with a view to their transformation, and 

Segundo's concept of conversion as ongoing critique of 

values-structures are profound theological insights which 

could stimulate a genuinely postmodern theological 

discourse. The words of Dietmar Mieth reflect accurately 

the points of contact between the views of progressive 

contemporary theologians and the postmodern notion of the 

ethical grounding of tradition which we have outlined here:
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The correct definition of the content of 

basic value-orientations depends on 

rational discourse and the existing 

presuppositions in history and society . .

• . The condition of the possibility of the 

discourse must be investigated. The

possibility of generalizing the content of 

moral propositions is bound up with the 

mutual recognition of partners in dialogue 

and the joint construction of a situation 

which reduces domination to the minimum . .

. . [This approach] can reveal a range of

critical human possibilities by going back 

to traditions which have been unjustly
11 ftrelegated to minority status^^^.

Of course, the move from outlining the necessity of a  

generalized ethics to discussion of particular moral 

positions is beyond the scope of the present work, but we  

have fulfilled Mieth's primary demand that the conditions 

for the possibility of a rational, ethical, discourse be  

investigated. Moreover, as Mieth had hoped, the discourse  

which we advocate returns to the tradition in order to bring 

back into the process of discourse that which had been 

repressed and/or forgotten.

To contend, as we have done, that a postmodern  

theological discourse is an ethical discourse, and to assert  

further that ethical discourse is constitutive of tradition 

and of ecclesiality , is not to be misled into the trap of  

creating a new essentialist metaphysics, this time a  

metaphysics of ethics. The notion of 'value’ is notoriously 

difficult to define, and the realm of ethics is perhaps the  

most ambiguous dimension of human activity and reflection. 

Nevertheless, the space opened up by the postmodernists'  

critique of metaphysics is a genuinely ethical space, simply  

by virtue of its undermining of all attempts at dominance
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and mastery, and by its unveiling of the thoroughly 

interrelational nature of discourse. A theological

discourse, such as that indicated by Mark C. Taylor, can 

only benefit from this state of affairs, for tradition 

continues as long as this critical discourse continues. 

When discourse dies, tradition ends.

However, a critical discourse also brings new 

demands, particularly in relation to its reading of the 

tradition. We have contended that a postmodern theology 

could best adopt an attitude of inventio towards the 

tradition, studying and respecting the past without being 

bound by it. Furthermore, the mode of inquiry into the past 

must be guided primarily by the contingencies of the 

contemporary situation. In the light of the inherent 

ethical dimension of the tradition, a postmodern theological 

inquiry into the tradition will not, to use the terms of 

Farley and Segundo, simply investigate the 'symbolic 

universe* or the 'transcendent data' which go to make up the 

long history of the interpretation and sedimentation of 

belief into scripture, doctrine or creed. It will also 

investigate how that content of the tradition functioned in 

the ecclesia and how the ecclesia functioned in the wider 

society. This investigation will, in turn, contribute to 

the ongoing critical discourse on how religious symbols and 

communities function in contemporary society.

The discourse of postmodernity will not be onesided, 

either in critique of religion or in critique of society. 

Rather, it will provide opportunity for theological 

discourse to examine its own tradition in the light of the 

values and self-understanding of contemporary society while 

simultaneously demanding constant revision of society's 

self-understanding. Theological discourse, more than any 

discourse, cannot, and must not, rest with its current 

position. The ethics of a postmodern theological discourse 

and the ethics of Christian conversion preclude such 

stagnation. A postmodern theological discourse will be
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INSERTION

We have offered one possible starting-point for dialogue between deconstruction and 

contemporary theological thinking. This starting-point offersthe possibility that dialogue can 

progress to the point whei’e a more pi’oductive interdisciplinary engagement is feasible. This, 

however, would require amore detailed investigation of areas of common interest and mutual 

benefit between theological thinking and other disciplines such as literary criticism, histor>" 

and philosophy. At least two possible avenues of dialogue suggest themselves. Firstly, there 

is scope for further study of the question of continuity in various disciplines in tlie human 

sciences. The etliico-politicaJ 'new-historicism' of thinkers such as Frank Lentricchia, to 

whom we have already referred, and Stephen Greenblatt's historical investigation of the 

development ofliterature's modes of self-understanding  ̂ offer tliought-provokinganalyses

which can stimulate thinking onmethod and on inter-disciplinary discourse.

Secondly, more detailed investigation of the relationsliip between the theological 

concept of the ’word' and the deconstructionist notion of 'writing' would certainly prove 

pi'ofitable. This process would entail ajialysing both theology and deconstnictive thought 

frojn the pei'spective of tlie histoiy of henneneutics. The most accomplished work to date on 

this subject is Susaji Handelmann's The Slayers of Moses  ̂ ̂ which gives a detailed analysis 

of the influence of Jewish textual exegesis and interpretation theor)' on tlie writings of thinkers 

such as Freud and Derrida who can be classified as belongijig within the context of the 

hermeneutical tradition. Handeljnajm writes from a deconstiuctiomst perspective which 

juxtaposes the 'logocentrism' of Christian interpretation theoiy with the ‘free writing' of 

Jewish exegesis. However, such a neat di\ision runs the risk of caricature and requires 

further analysis of different interpretation theories in the history of both Christiaji and Jewish 

tliijiking.
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always restless and critical, and for this reason it may be 

said that theological discourse can have a significant role 

to play in the wider discourse of postmodernity. One of the 

primary roles which it can play is that of keeping the 

critical, ethical, considerations of all discourse and 

traditions to the forefront, thus reminding all traditions 

of their inherent ambiguity. It is out of such discourse 

that tradition emerges.

In this final chapter we have taken up the challenge 

to reassert an ontology of continuity on which a theological 

concept of tradition adequate to the demands of the 

postmodern critique of metaphysics might be based. In so 

doing we have suggested that such an ontology can only be 

termed a ’’broken ontology”, an ontology without nostalgia. 

On this ground we posited an "instrumentalist” mode of 

inquiry into the tradition, and said that all of this would 

give rise to a certain type of theological discourse. That 

discourse is an ethical discourse from the outset, unlike 

some of the alternative models of discourse which we 

examined. It is a discourse which resists all forms of 

domination, repression, and exclusion of the 'other* and of 

difference, because it is based on a broken ontology of 

otherness and difference. This discourse keeps the 

tradition alive and thus it can ,be said that it keeps the 

ethical dimension of tradition to the forefront. In making 

this assertion we have linked ontology with ethics via the 

medium of theological discourse. In so doing, we have shown 

that an ontology of continuity is possible despite the 

crisis of classical metaphysics and also that ethics is not 

simply another branch of theology or an area of 'practical* 

theological application, but is rather at the heart of all 

theologizing and of all discourse. This re-establishing of 

ethics in the centre of the act of theologizing is truly in 

the gospel tradition.
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CONCLUSION

This thesis has argued that the postmodern critique 

of metaphysics and the crisis of continuity to which this 

has given rise have important implications for theological 

thinking. In Part One of the thesis we saw that the most 

immediate of these implications is that the metaphysics of 

continuity which has underpinned the concept of tradition in 

Christian theology has been undermined. In the first  

chapter we contended that some of the most influential 

theologies of tradition have relied on a metaphysics of 

continuity in which identity through time is guaranteed. 

Taking up Farley*s critique of the principle of divine/human  

identity we extended this critique with the aid of Heidegger 

and Derrida, reaching the conclusion that the principle of  

identity functions in theology as the basis for a notion of  

tradition which does not allow for difference and dis

continuity. In the second chapter, by testing Farley*s

critique of the principle of identity, we asserted that no  

return to the notion of tradition in neo-orthodox theology 

is possible. Our deconstruction of these theologies enabled  

us to reach the conclusion that they base continuity on  

arguments from the authority of the principle of identity 

critiqued by Farley, and on ,a priori assumptions of  

continuity which postmodern thinkers such as Derrida and 

Foucault have succeeded in discrediting.

Part Two of the thesis examined the possibility of a  

new theology of tradition which would integrate the critique 

of the metaphysics of continuity gained by deconstructionist  

thinking. In Chapter Three we analysed the "postmodern 

a/theology” of the leading deconstructionist theologian,  

Mark C. Taylor. Taylor’s "a/theology" was found to be an  

accurate critique of many metaphysical assumptions under

pinning Christian theology, thus showing that theology can  

engage in constructive dialogue with deconstructionist 

thinking. In the final analysis, however, Taylor’s

- 217-



”a/theology” resulted in the collapse of the theological 

meaning of the concept of tradition, abandoning theology to 

a '*serpentine wandering” without beginning or end.

In the final chapter we suggested an alternative 

model of tradition which would avoid the pitfalls of being 

based on a metaphysics of continuity on the one hand and of 

destroying all possibility of continuity on the other. The 

basis of this notion of tradition is a ’’broken ontology” of 

continuity which does not posit tradition as a continuum and 

which therefore allows for difference and discontinuity. We 

further suggested a model of postmodern theology as inventio 

(discovering and creating), to show how theological thinking  

takes place in the context of discourse with the tradition, 

but is not bound to or by the tradition. This also showed 

how thinking through the concept of tradition can provide 

valuable methodological insights into how we theologise with 

the received tradition. Finally, we argued that the notion
f

of 'relationality' stemming from the deconstruction of 

domination and oppression in language and metaphysics opens 

up the space within which the ethical grounding of a 

postmodern notion of tradition can be viewed.

This postmodern theology of tradition is just one 

possibJLe response to the challenges posed for theology by 

this particular dimension of contemporary thinking. No  

doubt other responses are possible or indeeed forthcoming 

as part of the emerging engagement of theology with 

postmodern thought. The heart of the theological task is 

the pursuit of the questions raised in this engagement. 

However, the peculiar character of deconstructionist 

thinking reminds us that, to employ a Heideggerian 

distinction, these theological questions are not merely 

fraglich, that is, capable of being asked. Rather, they are 

thoroughly fragwurdig, that is, worthy of being asked. As 

Heidegger further observed, such questions remind us that it 

is no shame to come home to the unanswerable.
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NOTES : CHAPTER TWO
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