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Preface

I tell my students that the fact that we have more skepticism than usual in our society today is a sign that we live in exciting times.  Exciting times are times of change, upheaval, rapid development.  Socrates and Aristotle struggled against Skepticism during the height of the Greek intellectual period.  Augustine dealt with skepticism as the Roman empire was falling and new things were on the way.  Aquinas fought with it in the midst of the medieval explosion of universities and philosophical investigation during the medieval ‘golden age’.  Descartes faced more skeptics as the renaissance and scientific discoveries of Copernicus and Gallileo, as well as the protestant revolution of Luther.   Reid and Kant were responding to Hume’s skeptical questions, which were a result of the pinnacle of the enlightenment period.  So history seems to show that when we face more confusion, skepticism and doubt than usual, it may be a good sign that we are living in an exciting period—akin to the Greek Golden age, the Medieval Age, the Renaissance, or the Enlightenment.  The 20th century was such a time.  We need not fear.
I grew up on a farm where we raised hogs, cattle, and corn.  Our church was 3 miles away, and we were there Sunday morning, evening, and Wednesday night for the prayer meetings.  It was a Free Church, mostly third generation Swedish immigrants, and while there was a clear focus on Scripture, there was an open handedness towards various points of view, provided there was either scriptural support for or scriptural silence on those points of view.  I’m still committed to basic historical/creedal Christian beliefs and doctrine, and I continue to be committed to an open handedness towards positions which are not clearly against scriptural teaching, broadly construed.  
Postmodernism has been criticized for years by some in the evangelical community, and often without much understanding, and usually without any charity.   Many thought that postmodernism was  relativism and a denial of truth.  Currently postmodernism seems to be particularly associated with the emergent church movement, which is itself associated with relativism and a lack of willingness to support traditional truth claims of Christian theology.  There are a lot of similarities between the rejection of postmodernism by contemporary evangelicals at the start of this century and the retreat of fundamentalists from modernism at the beginning of the last century.  How that will all shake out is anyone’s guess (and many guessers have published their guesses and analyses in books).  

My goal here is somewhat modest, and not entirely original.  I simply want to try to explain what some of the key postmodern  thinkers have said, and try to show how it makes sense.  And I want to do that for those Christians who are trying to make some sense of postmodernism.  I am a farmers son, and  I write simply.  This book is written particularly for those who want to understand postmodern thinkers without getting too far into the academic particulars, so that laypeople and seminary types alike will be able to have a better, fairer and more charitable view of postmodern philosophers than has often been the case in evangelical circles.  I hope that is succeeds at that purpose.
A lay of the land:  a brief history of Christian responses to postmodernism.

I chose to go to Fordham University in 1994 specifically to study with Merold Westphal.  Westphal, I was told by my friend, philosophy professor Cliff Williams of Trinity College in Deerfield, Illinois (who happens also to be an expert on hobos and train hopping), was a Christian who I go to to study Kierkegaard.  Westphal, it turns out, also was very good at applying insights of atheists like Nietzsche, Marx and Freud to Christian thought (and you should read suspicion and faith if you haven’t—it’s a Lenten exercise reflecting on those atheists works over 40 days as a way to see how we make God into our own image) and he also knew quite a lot about postmodernism, and was seeing ways to positively appropriate it.  Levinas was a key figure for him.  Westphal had a friend, Jack Caputo who was a Derrida fanatic and quasi Catholic who has a flair for the turn of a phrase and pithy outrageous and interesting ways of putting things.  Caputo had become disenchanted with Heidegger, once Heidegger scholars/disciples/fanatics started putting out their books claiming that recent evidence showed that Heidegger had been complicit with the Nazis, particularly by not sticking up for his Jewish mentor and predecessor, Edmund Husserl (whose first name has sadly fallen out of common use for naming babies).  Fortunately for Caputo, he became a born again disciple of Derrida, and put on a series of conferences highlighting Derrida and helping him get more widespread appeal—particularly among Christians.  The late 80s and early 90s were a heyday for appropriating Derrida, Levinas, Lyotard and Foucault among many prominent academics, and Rorty was going full steam.  Some of the important books at this point were
Evangelicals started to publish about postmodernity and postmodernism in the early 90s.  
Chapter 1: Why Study Postmodernism


Perhaps the question to ask is not how do we defeat postmodernism, but how can we redeem the redeemable?  What new opportunities can this era present?  It is not unusual for people to respond to life with fear.  Fear of communism, socialism, activists, etc.  But there is always a choice we can make, and the same goes for postmodernism: We can grasp this time with faith, or we can respond with fear and animosity.  Unfortunately, Christians have often criticized postmodern thought without really understanding it.  My goal here is to help Christians understand postmodernism more clearly, so that they can be better equipped to deal with it intellectually and personally.  

Is postmodern philosophy relevant?  The question might seem absurd to some, because we live in a postmodern world, and so the philosophy of postmodernism would be the philosophy of our world, so of course it would be relevant.  The question might seem like a lost cause to others, who see postmodernism to be mindless relativism and skepticism, a hopelessness and despair, even nihilism—and if that is what postmodernism is, then why would we want to pursue it?   So, why waste time on it?  
Postmodernism has been talked about in Christian circles now for nearly 30 years, yet there is still a great deal of confusion as to what it is in Christian circles. Christians often make ‘straw man’ arguments against their opponents—we draw a picture of their perceived opponent which is shallow, false and misleading.  We may do this by only pointing out the problems in the other position, and none of the merits, or by oversimplifying the position, or simply by misrepresenting it.  When we do this, we help assure the  opponents of Christianity that in fact Christians really aren’t very good thinkers, we aren’t very charitable, and we aren’t honestly interested in pursuing truth.  

Unfortunately, many Christians simply equate postmodernism with relativism.  In most critiques, you could just substitute “relativism” for “postmodernism” and their essays would pretty much say the same thing.  But, we can be sure that Postmodernism isn’t merely relativism.  Relativism is roughly the claim that there is no absolute truth, or that truths are relative to perspective and the individual, or that there are no absolutes in ethics, or possibly anything.  (One could be an ethical relativist and still believe that some things are not relative, like science)  But Relativism has been with us since at least the time of Heraclitus the pre-socratic (before Socrates who was 400 years before Christ)  Heraclitus said that man is the measure of all things, that the world is all change and flux so there cannot be any absolutes or unchanging universals. But the Greek philosophers Plato and Aristotle argued against this position.  The Roman thinker Cicero and Christian Bishop Augustine argued against that position,  Thomas Aquinas argued against this position in the middle ages, as did Descartes in the 1500s, Reid the Scottish Common Sense Realist of the 1700s and even beloved CS. Lewis.  Relativism has been with us a long time, as have critiques of it.  Unless we are willing to say that postmodernism has been with us for 2500 years, to equate relativism and postmodernism is a mistake.
1. Why Christians Should bother being interested in postmodernism

Our world is fragmented and localized—and often people don’t feel a part of a transcendent community anymore.  It has been suggested that we are living in a time of Babel, or a time of "babbelization"-- when we have suddenly fallen into a speaking of many different tongues, unable to understand or comprehend one another—this is what is often referred to by ‘postmodernism”.    A sense of unity and solidarity which are said to have at one time given us peace and ease have apparently given way to diversity and fragmentation.  While some are dreading what may happen in the wake of radical pluralization of our world views, other Christians are taking a more subdued and positive approach.  I suggest that we attempt to see the Babbelization to not be entirely bad news.

We Evangelical Christians often have a tendency to have a seek-and-destroy mentality towards worldviews other than their own: I am going to go out and “kill” atheism, “destroy” the arguments for _____________(Mormonism, Existentialism, liberalism, etc) and this attitude has also been the dominant response of evangelicals towards “postmodernism”—it is something to be attacked and destroyed.  I do not resonate with this approach.   I am an optimist.    Aspects of postmodernism are redeemable and even valuable on their own merit to Christians.  I would encourage you to at least consider these questions: what is valuable in postmodern thought?  What can I hold on to from the postmodern philosophers without being untrue to my own Christian commitment?  What wisdom has God provided us through the insights of postmodern thinkers?  In asking these sorts of questions, we take a different stance—a stance of wanting to bring all things under the dominion of Christ’s kingdom, no doubt, but not a stance which napalms the entirety of postmodern philosophy in a simplistic and brash manner.
Overcomming the Gossip

Of course, the typical Christian doesn’t and cannot spend a lot of time reading the works of ‘postmoderns’ like  Derrida, Foucault, Lyotard or Rorty.  These people then have to depend on others for some direction and opinion.  But we still have responsibility to try to hear a variety of opinions.  I want to provide an alternate voice to some of the Christian critics of postmodern philosophy.  This is a brief apologetic for listening sympathetically to 'postmodern' philosophers, from an evangelical perspective.  Many of them, including Lyotard, Foucault, Derrida, and Rorty, seem to have become the posterchildren of degenerate postmodernism, and along the way, their philosophical insights have been turned into slogans.  Heidegger called this sort of practice "academic gossip and miscellaneous hearsay". This is not uncommon, and is probably inevitable.  None of us have the time to be thoroughly knowledgeable about all philosophers, and we turn  to simplified versions, especially in the case of writing like Derrida's.  Although the examination here will be short, hopefully it will also help give some insight especially for those who feel quite unfamiliar with these philosophers.  My purpose is primarily to ward off improper and inadequate attacks which are often waged against them on behalf of “the Truth”.  
Why study Postmodern Philosophy

There is a great deal of benefit in engaging in the thought of postmodern and other critical philosopher's insights, and I think it is actually an ethical imperative that we be open to their thought.  Why should we the thought of these philosophers with open minds?  I have several reasons.  
 1)Intellectual Honesty: much of what they say is simply true, and demands attention. To dogmatically ignore these thinkers is unreasonable.  
2)Theological Interests: much of what they say supports, rather than contradicts, Christian thought.  (I am thinking here of the emphasis they put on our lack of a God's-eye perspective, our contingency, and our situatedness.)  
 3) For the Future: the task of Christian, particularly evangelical thinkers, is to bring our faith to bear on the relevant ideas and schools of thought in our day.  Postmodern philosophy has gained popular assent and made its impression upon our culture, so Christians should know this thought, instead of hiding from it and denouncing it without grounds.  For example, Derrida has been widely misused and construed to be a form of relativism, which he strictly denies.
  
4) Charity: People have wildly and widely misrepresented Derrida to the point of absurdity.  Derrida exasperatedly commented once,

Why has the press (most often inspired by professors, when they themselves did not write directly) multiplied denials, lies, defamations, insinuations against deconstruction, without taking the time to read and to inform itself, without even taking the trouble to find out for itself what "deconstructive" texts actually say, but instead caricaturing them in a stupid and dishonest manner?

Derrida does not contest the objective reality of things, he questions our ability to be objective, purely neutral.  If I can't explain from Derrida's own texts what deconstruction is about, then who am I to make comments about Derrida?  The point here is, shouldn't we practice and teach charitable learning methods?  Shouldn't we be quick to listen and slow to speak, willing to discuss and dialogue and not quick to the kill? 
 5)Faithfulness to the Philosophical Tradition: these are voices within the philosophical tradition, and always have been there in one form or another, and these voices deserve to be heard.  And as we bring out the voices of Derrida, Levinas, and Nietzsche, we will also be able to bring out the voices of our Christian brethren, Kierkegaard and Augustine as well.  
6) Truth-benefit: If some of the postmodern insights are valid and helpful, then we wouldn’t want to ignore them. 
 7)Spiritual: as was mentioned earlier, suspicion can be seen as a spiritual exercise in humility, as we actively admit with Paul our limits and our inabilities to God.  In this way we make our very doing of philosophy itself more Christian-- as a truly "Christian Philosophy" should be.  As we live out this epistemic and philosophical moderation, we ourselves become a living apology for the work and grace of God, and this is likely to produce even more fruit than an apologetics which is trained to merely see the evil in all other points of view and quickly dismiss them as worthless and deceitful. 
8) Relevance: Postmodernism has had a huge impact on 20th century culture, philosophy, and way of life.  If we do not understand this movement and its motives and outcomes, we have no way to understand our own culture. If we expect to interact with a postmodern culture, then it is necessary to understand it.  If we ourselves and our churches are postmodern, then it would be important for us to realize how that is the case. 
 9) Responsibility: Do unto others . . . :  If we plan to criticize a point of view, it is best not to go off half-cocked.  We certainly don't appreciate it when Christians are accused unjustly, and we should not do this to anyone else's point of view, obviously.  
10)Witness of Excellence: Christians need to demonstrate an excellence in word, thought and scholarly deed when presenting analysis or criticism 

Why Being Charitable Towards Postmodernism is the Right Christian Response
Many Christians have essentially pronounced postmodern thought "anathema," but it is not clear that this is the only possible stance which a Christian might take.  In fact, some Christian thinkers find many of the insights of  postmodern philosophy-- even the slogans-- are not as incompatible with evangelical faith as some may have thought.  Postmodern philosophers tend to be quite suspicious about the abilities of human beings, and very aware of our limits as human beings, and these are vaguely similar to beliefs held within the Christian tradition from Paul, Augustine, Luther, Calvin and Kierkegaard.  Insofar as this is true, postmodern philosophy directs us towards a humility and an admitting of our self-centered and very limited viewpoint.  In short, insofar as postmodern thought guides us towards an awareness of my epistemological inadequacies, it might be seen to enact a proper attitude of humility leading to worship.  To be alert to the limitations of our finitude has been called "the hermeneutics of finitude," while the cautiousness about our sinful tendencies to deceive ourselves can be called "the hermeneutics of suspicion."  Postmodern philosophy shares these cautions with the Christian tradition as found in in the story of Job, and the teachings of Christ, St. Paul, St. Augustine, et al.

The project itself, of trying to find the good in postmodern philosophy, can be envisioned as being part of the long Christian apologetic tradition beginning with St. Paul.  Paul spoke with the philosophers of his day, adapting much of their thought and terminology, attempting to reason with them on their own footing. St. Augustine was another early Christian who attempted to use what he knew of the Neo-Platonic philosophy of his day in order to work out his theology.  St. Thomas Aquinas was another powerful Medieval example of bringing together faith and the current philosophy of his day (at that time the recently re-discovered Aristotle).  The cutting-edge philosophy of Aquinas' day was Aristotle, but the cutting-edge philosophy of our day is postmodern philosophy.  In a sense, we follow the footsteps of the saints in trying to work out what we might be able to accept, and what we should leave behind, of the contemporary philosophers.  As the late Arthur Holmes, a more contemporary evangelical philosopher at Wheaton College has put it, "All truth is God's truth"-- and we need not shy away from seeking to find truth.
  

In philosophic circles, religious and non-religious alike, there has been a tremendous outcry against "postmodern philosophy".  We have a tendency to react against things without fully understanding them, and evangelicals have proved themselves to be no exception.  This essay is an attempt at a more charitable voice which attempts to fruitfully find some points of agreement with postmodern philosophy, not in order to condone everything spoken by everyone who clams to be a postmodernist, but rather, to gain a more balanced insight leading to a more intelligent and useful voice in various discussions.  I am trying to provide an alternative to the reactionary misunderstandings of postmodern thinkers, so that we might develop a more nuanced and useful evangelical response to postmodern philosophy, and not waste time fending of invisible dragons.  We should have no illusions that Derrida, Foucault, or the rest would be good candidates for evangelical membership, however, I think it can be shown that much of their thinking is compatible with Christian belief, and that much of their thinking has been misunderstood by Christians.  Obviously my comments are brief-- an introduction is meant only to "get your feet wet."  I am approaching postmodernity from a charitable Christian point of view, attempting to demythologize the slogans of postmodernity, so that we can see the benefits and sanity of thinkers like Caputo, Derrida, Lyotard, and Foucault.  The question to ask is not how do we defeat postmodernism, but how can we redeem the redeemable?  What new opportunities can this era present?  Our choice is quite simple: We can grasp this time with faith, or we can respond with fear and animosity.  Unfortunately, Christians have often criticized postmodern thought without really understanding it.  My goal here is to help Christians understand postmodernism more clearly, so that they can be better equipped to deal with it intellectually and personally
 The Value of Postmodern Philosophy
Christians who accept the suspicions of Job, Christ, Paul, Augustine, and Kierkegaard can easily find themselves in sympathy with  postmodern philosophy.  These figures bring out essential facets of our human condition which are not only compatible to, but spoken to us from the tradition and scriptures of our faith.  The wisdom to be gained here is not simply that our knowing is tainted by sin, finitude, and a great deal of ignorance; rather, the fact is that our knowing has its origins in a knowing subject who is always sinful, finite, and situated in a context.  In short, 1) I am not God (nor do I have the ability to see as God does); 2) I am not Adam (I am a child of the fall, post-edenic in my tendencies and passions); and 3) I am only one son of Adam (subjective, male, white, protestant, etc).  Even shorter: I am a finite, fallen, individual.  I find myself already in the world with a history, social context, and institutional beliefs, all of which adds up to a personal history different than any other person's.  Of course the second two characteristics, being finite and being situated, aren't inherently bad positions to be in-- unless you want to be God.  We are finite, fallen, and situated, and all of our knowing is finite, fallen, and situated.  We are humans, we are not gods, and the view from nowhere is nowhere to be found in this life.  We can only understand from where we are at-- in light of the limits and nature of our knowing.  These points must be fundamental in any attempt to do epistemology (explaining how we know) that takes St. Paul seriously.  That is exactly the point that must be understood-- these are Biblical principles, not intrinsically postmodern ones.

Philosophy, Theology, and Science as Arrogance and Self-Sovereignty


To demand to know things with certainty is in some ways similar to the legalism wanting to know exactly what acts we must do to please God-- such a request is made by one who is not willing to trust God, but who would rather be in control.  Such demands for apodictic certainty are on the verge of being claims against God's sovereignty, claims to want to be transformed into the objective transcendent knower, demands to escape our human subjectivity and frailty.  We must be careful in our epistemic claims, as it is obvious that sin plays a role in our determining what we determine to be true. 


Traditional philosophy can be seen as an attempt to gain self-sovereignty, (Shestov) and an attempt to escape our human condition.  Plato sought the absolute knowledge of the Forms.  Aristotle sought necessity and certainty.  Descartes wanted absolutely secure foundations.  Spinoza loved necessity.  Reid wanted to just assume a direct certainty about the connection between our perceptions and the way things are.  Kant wanted completeness, certainty, and necessity.  Husserl wanted apodictic certainty through pure and timeless ego. And the whole analytic tradition from Frege to Russell to Ayer has its roots in a desire to get mathematical certainty in our knowing claims.  Always there seems to be an attempt to escape our human condition.  This seems to many to be an unreasonable and neurotic.  


Is a demand for sovereign secure necessity a goal that is compatible with the Judeo-Christian tradition?  It seems to me that such a search for security is more like an attempt to gain self-sovereignty much like the way Adam and Eve sought autonomy through taking from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.  Shestov says of Hegel, "Hegel was not at all embarrassed to say that the serpent who had spoken the truth to the first man and that the fruits of the tree of knowledge became the source of philosophy for all time."   I don't think it is outlandish to say that philosophy is to a certain extent a search for sovereignty.  But doesn't that make it a very dangerous enterprise, and shouldn't we be quite concerned with developing self-critical habits through regularly listening to the critical voices within our tradition?  Inasmuch as we marginalize and ignore these critical voices, aren't we just closing our ears to dissent, neglecting self-criticism and leaving ourselves available to naieve arrogance?  The prophets of old often had a difficult time getting respect, Christ and his dissenting disciples were crucified for their criticisms.  We just don't like criticism.  It is a part of our nature, and so it seems to me, attention to make sure we are forced into self-reflection and dialogical consideration of our opinions, we should read more of the philosophers of critique.   What could be appropriate for a Christian philosophy than to bring up the ways sin, finitude and ignorance are realities in our lives?  Isn't it peculiar to have Derrida and Foucault bringing up our points for us?  Why don't we do it ourselves? 

What is postmodernism?  Relativism?  Skepticism?  

So what, exactly, is postmodernism?  It may be easiest to begin with what postmodernism is not.  

Postmodernism is not anti-modernism.  That is too simplistic of a view.  Postmodernism is a result of and continuation of modernism, but it is critical as well.  I believe the best metaphor is to say that Postmodernism is the child of modernism.  Postmodernism, as a child, inherits certain aspects from its parent.  Postmodernism continues modernity’s pursuit of equality, justice, a wider grasp of the world, a historically and socially conscious description of experience, a self-reflective mode of thinking about how one perceives the world,  
Postmodernism is the child of modernism. 

Like all children, it has elements of inheritance and elements of rebellion.  Postmodernism is not simply anti-modernism any more than it is simply "modernism revisited"  Modernity, as I would put it, might be characterized by the following traits: 1) optimistic about human progress and the heart of humans. 2) Hope and expectation that universal explanations and rules govern the universe and are accessible to reason.  3) Optimistic about the ability of the individual to be able to think for themselves and discover truths simply using their reason alone.  4) The goal is conclusive truths which answer our questions and complete our project of investigation.


But these characteristics can be contrasted with what we find in postmodern thought:

1. Modernity: Optimistic Humanism (i.e., Bacon: Knowledge is Power)

Postmodernity: Suspicion: (i.e. Foucault: Power affects what we call "Truth")

2. Modernity: Hope in a Universal Explanation (Knowledge)

Postmodernity: Suspicion of all universal explanations (Lyotard: Metanarratives)




Focus on difference, diversity, exceptions to universal rules.

3. Modernity: Belief in the individual's Capacity to see truth clearly

Postmodernity: Suspicion of motives, ideology, 'sin' (Nietzsche)

4. Modernity: Answers are our goal: Descartes, Kant, Hegel, Marx, Husserl

Postmodernity: Questions: Levinas, Derrida, Foucault, Lyotard

Derrida has attempted to help us overcome our fear, and hope.  If you try to find a basis for that hope, there is none, granted.  But so what?  The nonbeliever has a lot of things to keep him preoccupied and distracted.  Why else could you possibly think that the majority of nonbelievers are not committing suicide?
Postmodernity is suspicious of clear absolute answers because of 



Hollocaust: Jewish Question

5. Postmodernism's openness to others is a fruition of modernities openness to novelty and discovery.  Postmodernism has found some of modernity's blind spots:

Postmodernity's focus on concern for the other and diversity comes from 

1) our experience of diversity 2) awareness of our tainted acts (Vietnam--Watergate--Clinton-- Jim Baker)  3) Racial Awareness  4) Gender Awareness  5) We are more aware of reasons which might lead us to be less sure of our answers.  

But  postmodernism is also a rejection of particular aspects of the modern project, particularly the hope for full closure and success, and the ability for us to come to universally agreed-upon principles of ethics, knowledge, etc.    Postmodernism is not relativism.  Relativism can refer to a variety of positions such as “truth is merely relative to the individual” or “there are no absolutes”.  Such relativist  positions have been around for thousands of years, so we cannot call them postmodern, otherwise Socrates (when he fought the sophists), Aristotle, Augustine (critical of the ‘overturners’ in his Confessions), Thomas Aquinas, Descartes, Thomas Reid (critical of Hume), Kant (critical of the position that there is no real world apart from our understanding) and others were all fighting postmodernism for the last 2500 years!   The fact is, we have always had skepticism and relativism to deal with, and we always will.
2. The Existentialists: Predecessors to Postmodernity 
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It may seem strange to have a section on existentialism in a book on postmodernism, but if we can rightly understand existentialism, we will have an easier time understanding postmodernism.  

As we’ve seen, Modernity was a quest for the absolute—an optimism about what we can know as autonomous individuals.  We can arrive at absolute truth.  After scientific advances we were quite optimistic. But what came along with these advances was a corresponding belief that everything was determined—that everything had explainable causes, and therefore even what we perceived to be free acts were in fact determined actions brought about by material causes.  Science, in attempting to provide freedom, instead stole our freedom. Francis Shaeffer, in his Escape from Reason describes modern man as hopeless, Lev Shestov, the Russian existentialist, said that science, which promised to provide us freedom, instead put us into the chains of determinism.  (Shestov)  The hope of science was also tempered by the tragedies of WWI and the nuclear threat of WWII and its aftermath.  The technology we thought would free us instead brought us new dangers, unexpected fears, and at times greater burdens.  

Existentialism was the turn from positivism/objectivism of science which views individual as an object—another number.  In contast to this anonymity of the individual, for existentialist, individual's subjectivity/authenticity/situatedness is essential.  The existentialists saw that modern science had ignored the individual person’s subjectivigy  and its importance.  In addition, while the positivistic science looked only for systematic order in the universe, existentialists acknowledged the apparent absurdity of WWI, and the apparently godless universe that modern man seemed to face.  In short, while modern science was continually in pursuit of objectivity and universal truths, Existentialists wanted to point out the aspects of truth which modernity, in its pursuit of universal truth, appeared to ignore-- subjectivity, emotions, authenticity, etc.


The existentialists reacted against this perceived determinism, and the dominance of the scientific worldview.  Some of the existentialists were Christians (Kierkegaard, Dostoevsky, Shestov, Marcel) while others were not (Nietzsche, Sartre, Heidegger, Camus) 

In wanting to remember the other parts of truth which modernity often neglected, existentialists were in many respects the precursors of the postmoderns.  Kierkegaard and 
Nietzsche, for example, have been seen by many to have postmodern tendencies 100 years before Derrida's work ever hit the scene.


The focus of existentialism is on the How not the what.  Kierkegaard, for example, discusses the importance of being authentically connected to your beliefs—being fully committed to what you claim to believe.  Sartre talks about authenticity as well, and says that if you do not act authentically, you are just following the herd, or society’s plan for your life, and so, you are living a false and misleading life—a life of bad faith.  Authentic engagement of the individual is essential, in contrast to the generic generalizations and objectivization of the individual via science and its faceless projects.  

One could characterize non existentialist and existentialist characteristics as follows:

Non-existentialist (Stoic)


Existentialist

Objectify



Subjectivity


Distance



Immediacy


Neglect experience/feeling

Acknowledge experience/feeling


Break apart



Holistic
Of course there were atheist and theistic existentialists.  Religious existentialists, like Kierkegaard, Shestov, Marcel, Buber and others emphasize the individual's relationship to God and Others, and point out that the individual cannot be reduced merely to objective data.  It is not enough to have right doctrine, if you are not rightly related to God personally.  Atheist Existentialists usually say  that we must accept the Godless world and fill in the void with our will Nietzsche, Heidegger, Sartre, Camus all say this is some way or another. Camus and Sartre see Kierkegaard's religious choice as bad faith, an attempt to hide from the real absurdity of reality

Heidegger the German existentialist, discussed the notion of thrownness:  We are on our way toward death, but we attempt to pretend we aren't.  In this state we cannot live authentically.  
Authentic existence requires that we face up to death/mortality.  We don’t like to face our death, and the possibility of our nothingness, and this unsettledness about the nothingness leads us to angst.  But to live authentically is to live in the light of this possibility of the nothingness of our lives.  Authenticity is the ultimate value to pursue.  

For Heidegger, traditional philosophy, while claiming to provide insight, has in fact covered up the real truth of what is 

Sartre, the French philosopher, said that we are condemned to be free—we must chose for ourselves what we will become.  It is up to us.  But this makes us quite nervous, so we come up with excuses.  We say things like “I couldn’t help it” or “circumstances forced me to make this choice” or even, “God has ordained it” so that we don’t have to face this fearful subjectivity.  When we pretend we are not free and not responsible, we act in Bad faith.  Traditionally, philosophers have usually said that we have an essence—there is a human nature, or natural way for Christians to live, a potential which can be fulfilled.  But Sartre says instead that we have no essence to fulfill—we are a completely open canvas, and it is up to us to direct our lives as a work of art, as a creation.  Sartre says that we are, ultimately, nothingness—we nihilate ourselves, as we perpetually recreate ourselves, like an etch-a-sketch which negates what was in order to begin again—but we do this at each instant.  This means there is nothing stable about us—nothing permanent.  We are no stable thing.  We are not permanent.  There is nothing permanent about us.  The only quality we possess always is our ability to negate what we were as we determine what we are at this instance.  Again, we do not like this.  We try to be something stable and permanent.  We want to be somehow non-perishable, non-changeable, impregnable.  This desire, and our attempts to become what we can never be is our fruitless God-project.   Theists often say of God that He is self-sustaining, and independent of all others.  This is what we want to become.  In this way, we want to be God—self-sustaining and independent of all others.  (Of course it is exactly here that a Christian can agree with Sartre: that humans have a desire to become like God, and that this is a fruitless project.  Christians would call this tendency ‘sin’)

Sartre says that we have three aspects to our self—our what we think we are, our what we want to be, and our what others think of us.  We want others to think of us as a stable being who is always a certain way—as the perfect son, the perfect girlfriend, the perfect student, the excellent waiter, etc.  We want to get others to help us in our God project by reifying us as something semi-eternal.  Love is exactly this situation—when we get another to look at us as we want them to see us, and we agree to look at them as they want to be seen.  So the man is the brave hero and the woman is the lovely princess, and maintaining this illusion is of course bad faith, but it is also the basis of Sartrean love.
Camus, also a French existentialist, born in Algeria, said that the reality which we don’t want to face up to is that life is absurd, meaningless.  He puts it this way:
“It happens that the stage sets collapse. Rising, streetcar, four hours in the office or the factory, meal, streetcar, four hours of work, meal, sleep, and Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday and Saturday according to the same rhythm – this path is easily followed most of the time. But one day the “why” arises and everything begins in that weariness tinged with amazement.”  
Life, says Camus, is akin to the fate of Sysiphus who, condemned by the gods, was condemned to roll a stone up a hill perpetually for eternity—each time upon reaching the top, the rock would simply roll back down the hill, and Sysiphus was condemned to always go back to push the rock back up the hill.  We also have a meaningless life, and once we have the courage to face this, we have two options: suicide, or rebellion.  Now suicide, according to Camus, is understandable, and is a form of confession.  It is the confession that life is meaningless, and anyone else is able to understand and appreciate this confession.  

There is but one truly serious philosophical problem, and that is suicide. Judging whether life is or is not worth living amounts to answering the fundamental question of philosophy. All the rest – whether or not the world has three dimensions, whether the mind has nine or twelve categories – comes afterwards. These are games; one must first answer [the questions of suicide].

So if one chooses against suicide, then the other option is rebellion.  For Camus, rebellion is not rebellion against God (for there is no God in his view).  Rather, it is rebellion against the absurdity.  This is done by acting as though there is reason in the world—that there is no absurdity.  In this way we disrespect the absurdity, we forcibly give dignity to the world through our own decision, since the world is void of dignity otherwise.  But this is a value which we ourselves must give to the world, for there is no meaning in the world in itself.  

Christian Existentialists

Kierkegaard: Truth is Subjectivity!  Authentic faith involves personal commitment!\




Abraham & Issac     Scriptural doctrine is amazing-- necessary

Shestov: Original sin is to attempt to be like God, know all things
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How to make your congregation into good Christian existentialists:

1)Keep/Begin preaching sermons which ask the question: Choose this day whom you will serve?

2) Get your people to think about the second coming of Christ more-- Time may be short.  We have an incredibly short attention span.  We would have fallen asleep before any of the other disciples on the night of Jesus betrayal.  

3) Get your people into a very personal devotional life where they are not learning from you or others, but learning from the Holy Spirit and Scripture.  Are you helping them learn how to listen to God, to Speak to God, to wait on God?  

4) Make opportunities for your congregation to be faced with an alternative way of looking at things.  Bethel has a bubble, and I bet many of your congregations have bubbles of their own.  I would encourage you to encourage them to face others, especially the poor and impoverished, and the sick and the elderly.  Whoever makes them feel uncomfortable, that would be a good person for them to be faced with.

3. Postmodernism 
Postmodernism1 and Postmodernism2

To discuss “postmodernism” we will have to oversimplify.  That reality—that when we discuss something, we leave many things out and undoubtedly add extra things which aren’t quite accurate—is a key insight of postmodernism.    There are always left out remainders, and unmeant additions, due to the ambiguity of language.  But still, we must speak about it, so we will.  I suggest that there are two basic types of postmodern positions when it comes to ‘truth’.  The first one is, in my view, not a position a Christian could hold.  In other words, one couldn’t hold to Christian beliefs and ‘postmodernism #1 at the same time.  But the second type of postmodern position is compatible with Christian beliefs, at least in some of its forms.  

Postmodernism 1 is the position that: there is no objective reality that we are talking about.  All there is are interpretations.   Postmodernism number two would be the position that: we cannot access reality-in-itself except through language, our historical and cultural perspective, etc.  In one sense, this postmodernism2 also says that all we have are interpretations, but it leaves it as a claim about what we can know.  Postmodernism1, it seems, makes claims about reality beyond what we can know.  
Postmodernism and Kant

Kant, the famous Prussian philosopher at the end of the 1700’s divided reality into two—the phenomenal realm, and the noumenal realm.  The phenomenal realm is the realm we know of—what we know about the world.  We perceive the world with human eyes, ears, reason, etc., and this affects the way I know.  I cannot see things 1 million miles away with my bare eyes.  I cannot conceive that squares be round, or that 2+2=5, and I always experience the world via time and space.  The other realm is the noumenal—the realm of things in themselves.  This is the realm of things apart from the way I perceive them.  But of course, for me, this is a realm I cannot know, because I always only know things from my perspective.  I cannot know what an experience looks like to a rock, or a squirrel, or an angel, because I am not any of those things.  

Now, as a Christian, one often thinks of truth like this: truth is however God sees things.  I see truth when I am seeing things the way God sees things.  But using God as our standard of truth might raise some questions for the Christian, based on a Biblical Christian view of human nature.   Aquinas, the famous Catholic Medieval philosopher, said that we know ‘analogously’ to God’s way of knowing.  In other words, we don’t know things just like God does, but not entirely unlike God either.  We are kind of the same, and kind of different, in our knowledge of the world.  But then it seems like we can’t really use God as our model for knowledge, since his way of knowing doesn’t really map onto ours.  Now, if you are a Christian who does agree that there is a difference between how God sees things and how the human sees things, then it seems that there are three different positions you could take on what “knowing the truth” would entail.

A. First possible view: We could know like God if only our perspective was not finite (limited) and fallen (sin).  If we could be released from these limits, we could know like God, and that goal is a regulative goal for our view of knowledge.  

Problem: The problem with this view is that it assumes that someday our knowledge will be infinite, like God’s.  But it isn’t clear that we will ever be omnipotent.  It seems, rather, that our knowledge will always be finite.  Even in Heaven it is likely that many things will be awesomely mysterious to us.  You might hope that when you get to heaven, God will explain why innocent babies sometimes suffer, for example.  But it might be that if you asked God that question, and he answered you, that you still wouldn’t understand, because you are only human.  It may be that the Trinity, the dual nature of Christ (God & Man) and other things which are mysteries now might be mysteries in heaven, simply because of the difference between our intellect and God’s mind.  Adam and Eve’s sin was the desire to know like God knows—so we need to keep that in mind when speculating as to what our knowing will be like in heaven.
B. A second possible view: God’s knowledge is qualitatively different than ours, so it is only an analogous goal.  It technically makes no sense to want to know as God knows—that was the temptation of the fall.  But God has created the world so that there is a correct way for humans to see the world, a proper functioning universal to all.  That is our goal, though sin and subjectivity (I am only one person, not seeing everything at once) limit us from achieving that goal perfectly.


Problem: It seems that God has certainly created certain aspects of our lives so that there is no one universal way for everyone—such as who we marry, or whether we drink alcohol or not, whether we should be missionaries or not, etc.

C. Third possible view: The same as “B”—except that there is no perfect function.  It actually makes no sense to say that there is one right way to know the text, the dog, Jimmy, asparagus, etc.  If I was to ask God, “I know asparagus in its  full completeness, right God?” God would say “no—the totality of asparagus will always elude you” That isn’t to say that there aren’t wrong ways, but there are multiple adequate and fairly right ways to know things.  Two different perspectives might both be right, although they are not complete and could be complimented by the other—they are incomplete, though not inaccurate in themselves.  Of course most views are probably partially wrong, not merely incomplete.  God has created the world with a diversity of viewpoints, none of which are accessible to us except through community with others, and even then, all we will get is our view of their view.  This is part of God’s plan—that we need community in order to partially overcome our subjectivity and get a better, richer perspective, realizing that we cannot escape our own viewpoint.  But this view gives up the view of gaining the total complete perspective.   It becomes impossible, as a matter of principle.
4. Getting to Know some Postmoderns

Oftentimes when we talk about postmodernism, we don’t talk about a particular postmodern thinker.  I propose to discuss specific postmodern thinkers in this book, specifically Derrida, Rorty, Foucault, Lyotard, and Baudrillard.  I want you to think of them as your postmodern friends.  If you want to know about Baptists, you need to meet a couple personally.  If you want to know about Islam, get to know some Muslims, and if you want to learn about postmodernism, meet some ‘postmoderns’.   If what these postmoderns say is correct, then what they say will help us to understand our lives more clearly.  We have nothing to fear in learning correct thoughts.  

Jacques Derrida's "Deconstruction"


Jacques Derrida is quite concerned about the various ways his word "deconstruction has been inflated, misconstrued and misunderstood.  Once he wrote,

Why has the press (most often inspired by professors, when they themselves did not write directly)  multiplied denials, lies, defamations, insinuations against deconstruction, without taking the time to read and to inform itself, without even taking the trouble to find out for itself what "deconstructive" texts actually say, but instead caricaturing them in a stupid and dishonest manner? [Limited, Inc., 153]

We would do well to ask, 'what, exactly, is deconstruction?'  To find what deconstruction is, we should first realize what it definitely isn't, according to Derrida.  Derrida says he does not subscribe to the word when used as "a technical operation used to dismantle systems"
 which is, I think, what many think deconstruction is.  It is not simply "to take apart" as though one could deconstruct a lego castle or a bicycle or a bridge, so as to dismantle it and make it useless.  Deconstruction is not destruction.  


To think that deconstruction is just destruction is like thinking that remodeling a house is "just tearing out walls and cupboards and ripping up carpet and floorboards" or like thinking that gardening is just about "hoeing" or "pulling up weeds".  While Deconstruction does have a critical function, it is not merely negative.  Derrida says 

what has been called the deconstructive gesture . . . is accompanied, or can be accompanied (in any case, I would hope to accompany it), by an affirmation.  It is not negative, it is not destructive.  This is why the word "deconstruction" has always bothered me. . . . when I made use of this word (rarely, very rarely in the beginning--once or twice--so you can see that the paradox of the message transformed by the addresses is fully in play here), I had the impression that it was a word among others, a secondary word in the text that would fade away or which in any case would assume a nondominant place in a system.[Ear, 85]   


The word "deconstruction" admittedly came from Heideggers two words, Destruktion and Abbau.[Ear, 86]  "Destruktion is not a destruction but precisely a destructuring that dismantles the structural layers in the system, and so on"  Abbau means "to take apart an edifice in order to see how it is constituted or deconstituted."  Notice that the taking apart isn't mere taking apart for the sake of taking apart, which would be destruction.  Rather, there is an investigation at hand, a desire for insight into the constitution of the constituted edifice. When one "deconstructs" something, one attempts to discover geneological traces present in the texts themselves.  Sometimes one might put side-by-side two texts of the tradition which are normally not compared in order to realize some previously forgotten or overlooked themes going on.  At other times, one might approach a text with a question not usually raised, in order to hear the text "speak" to us in a different way.  However the texts are newly thought of, the attempt is not to disregard tradition, but to enrich it. 


Derrida does not deconstruct things he hates, so as to destroy them, he deconstructs the things he really loves, so as to more fully and richly understand them and enjoy them.  He says

I love very much everything that I deconstruct in my own manner; the texts I want to read from the deconstructive point of view are texts I love, with that impulse of identification which is indispensable for reading.  They are texts whose future, I think, will not be exhausted for a long time.  For example, I think Plato is to be read and reread constantly.[Ear, 87]

Derrida once said that every time he reads Plato again, he is in a sense, reading it afresh, as for a first time.
  Classics are classics because we find meaning in them which applies to people in various eras of time.  We say they have a lasting value, a lasting meaning, and our favorite books are books that we get more out of each time we reread them.  We get deeper meanings.  Sometimes we get more and more complex readings.  Sometimes, after many readings, we begin to find so much richness in the text that we are perplexed as to what the actual meaning might be.  But we would not say that we should have stayed at a superficial and naive reading of the text, so as to preserve a clear and precise meaning.


When I write a paper, or say something, it might have more meaning and significance than I ever intended.  And it is quite difficult to pinpoint where and what meaning is in a text.  For example, in a thesis or book, one might start off with particular intentions and write, then change purposes and revise a number of times, and end up with a different thesis than at the start.  Yet, there are traces of the original thesis, and the "final thesis" is somewhat made up of the previous meanings, and I might later find my own writing to give me insight in ways I never intended originally.  In such a situation, where is the "meaning" of the text?  It is hard to say, perhaps impossible to say exactly and completely.  It isn't that there is no meaning, but rather, there is perhaps a plurality of meanings and intentions at work, not to mention the various texts and contexts which the reader brings to the text which through unique insight onto the text.  


But this is not to say that there aren't better and worse, right and wrong readings of texts.  John Caputo, a Derrida scholar at Villanova who is a personal friend of Derrida says that "Deconstruction means to complicate reference, not to deny it; it insists that there is no reference without difference, no reference (il n'y a pas) outside the textual chain (hors-texte)."

This is absolutely one of the most important things to clear up: deconstruction as a practice does not deny reference.  What it does say is that there is no perfect reference.  That is to say, the words about something always leave something out.  My concepts about something always leave something out.  My notion of rationality always leaves something out.  My laws about justice always leave something out.  Deconstruction is about trying to remeber what we usually forget, the "other" that is "out".  And there is always something we leave out.  This is why Caputo, in a truely Derridean manner says 

Postmodern thinking, if it means anything at all, means a philosophy of "alterity," a relentless attentiveness and sensitivity to the "other."  Postmodernism stands for a certain hyper-sensitivity to many "others": the other person, other species, "man's" other, the other West, of Europe, of Being, of the "classic," of philosophy, reason, etc. (the list goes on)

When we have a concept, it never adequately refers, and it always forgets and excludes something.  This complicates things.  It makes reference a problem, because it never works perfectly.  However, this doesn't mean that we are stuck  Caputo notes, "For the notion has gained currency that deconstruction traps us inside the "chain of signifiers," in a kind of linguistic-subjective idealism, unable to do anything but play vainly with linguistic strings."  But again, this is a wrong-headed view of what Derrida and Deconstruction are about.
  Derrida has said,

Every week I receive critical commentaries and studies on deconstruction which operate on the assumption that what they call 'post-structuralism' amounts to saying that there is nothing beyond language, that we are submerged in words, and other stupidities of that sort.

Whatever is left "out" of our readings, traditions, concepts and practices, is what deconstruction intends to discover.  It is for the marginalized, the forgotten and repressed.  We refer when we think, but our references are always different than the referent (our signifiers never fully give us the signified)--something is always left outside the reference, or else something not meant is brought inside through the inevitable vagueness of reference.  We cannot help but do this, because that is how language is.   Deconstruction's role is to "keep us on our toes."  It is the ongoing task of a lifetime to find the "other" that is "out", the aspects of the signified, the spoken of, which get covered over, suppressed, and forgotten.  In this sense, deconstruction is the continuing awareness of our forgetfulness, and the move to remember what is so easily forgotten.  


As we have seen, Derrida did not see the word "deconstruction" as all that important in his earlier writings.  The word somehow gained a life of its own.  It began to signify things Derrida never wanted it to signify, and to not signify the little he meant it to.  This is a fine example of the ineluctable vagueness of words, the way that words gain their meaning in contexts, from referential chains, and not simply from their author.  Derrida doesn't use the word postmodern, to my knowledge, nor did he intend "deconstruction" to be taken as such an important word.  Yet, Derrida now finds himself labeled a "deconstructivist" by many, and a "postmodern" by most. 

Logocentrism

On the traditional view of language, the written word is the lackey of language.  Thought is really where everything begins, then thoughts are spoken, and language is at the end, recording and copying spoken words (and really ultimately thoughts) down, like a photocopier or transcriber.  The thoughts are ultimately representations of universal forms, as Plato would say.  Our minds participate in the divine act of reason insofar as we have accurate thoughts—copies of the true Forms.  This is why Einstein wanted to know the thoughts of God.  This is why Augustine thought that when we know something, it is God putting his ideas in our heads.  This is what makes us connected to the divine transcendental signifieds—those forms which are signified by thoughts and then words.  On this view, thought is at the bottom, always most passive, always least important.  

But Derrida disagrees.  He wants to show that the foodchain sometimes works the other way—written word is sometimes primary to spoken or thought.  He writes words which make us have new thoughts—like differance which is neither difference (not-sameness) nor deferrance (not here yet) but both at once.  This word signifies something not thought—the what is not thought yet—the difference between what we say and write, what we write and say, what we read and what is written, what is written and what is understood, etc.  There is this otherness of the text which the reader doesn’t get, or sometimes which the author didn’t realize when he wrote, or which will come about through historical events.  For example, a movie on terrorism written just before 911 takes on new meaning after 911.  The numbers 911 existed long before the incident gave them a new meaning.  Marriage is a term whose meaning is being revised.  Evangelical is a term which is fluid and means various things at various times to various people.  Fundamentalist once meant anti-liberal, but today often means terrorist.  There is no set connection to a transcendental signified meaning.  The word’s meaning is known in context, in the midst of its historical-cultural situatedness.  This is what jokes are.  Jokes, in the famous line of a woody allen movie, are tragedy plus distance.  Jokes are certainly contextual.  A punchline told without the buildup is not funny.  It can be funny only in context of the story.  

The End Of Philosophy and Truth?


Deconstruction is the best thing we can do, considering our circumstances.  We cannot have direct unmediated access to truth, because we think and know through mediation and reference, and reference always loses something, i.e., there is always a difference.  This does not mean an end for philosophy, however.  Derrida says he does not believe in the death of philosophy or the end of epistemology.
  He does not break with tradition, but brings out aspects of the tradition overlooked.  He wants to contribute to tradition, not end it.  Derrida does not get rid of either logocentrism nor ethnocentrism.  He says "it is not a question of junking these concepts, nor do we have the means to do so."  What this means is, he does not get rid of the notion that there is something we are looking for in our thinking (logocentric), nor can we get out of our societal and cultural structures of thinking (ethnocentric).  In speaking of the concept of the sign,  Derrida says, 

 . . . it can simultaneously confirm and shake the logocentric and ethnocentric assuredness.  It is not a question of junking these concepts, nor do we have the means to do so. . . . I do not believe in decisive ruptures, in an unequivocal "epistemological break," as it is called today.  Breaks are always, and fatally, reinscribed in an old cloth that must continually, interminably be undone.  This interminability is not an accident or contingency' it is essential, systematic, and theoretical." [Positions, 24]  

We have a position, a state of knowing and knowledge, and we cannot escape this or get out of it.  And while this way of knowing does limit what and how we know, it also is what makes it possible for us to know at all.  This is a Kantian point: we must know the way we do because its the only way we can know.      


Derrida has what might be called a metaphysics of non-presence, as opposed to a metaphysics of presence.  The metaphysics of presence was the tendency in philosophy to see reality as though the past and present were essentially like the present, so as to assume that from one's present perspective, one could generally get a timeless view, an eternal and certain view.  This god's-eye perspective was assumed in various forms by Descartes, Kant, Hegel, and Husserl.  It assumes that from here, I can know the whole, and the final totality.  Derrida's metaphysics works at it the other way around.  He begins realizing that philosophy goes on-- the question is, why?  Well, he thinks it is because we are always looking for something up ahead-- a clarification, a deeper understanding, a richer meaning, and so we are always looking for what is not here yet.  We look for what isn't here yet, what is absent.  Thus, i use the phrase, "metaphysics of absence" which is meant to replace metaphysics of presence.    


Rorty wrote an essay called "Is Derrida a Transcendental Philosopher?" and left the question somewhat open-ended.
  I think Derrida is interested in Kantian ideals, even in his early book, Edmund Husserl's Origin of Geometry: An Introduction.
  As with Kant's or Peirce's regulative ideas, it is as though there is a promissory note, which never gets fulfilled.  As Christians have an eschatology of sometime when the full truth will reveal itself sometime in the future (not yet), so to Derrida has an eschatology, but an eschatology of the promise without content, a messianicity without particular messiah.
  This messianicity is not to be confused with messianism, which is a particular religious eschatology with particular expected messiah.
  Derrida uses this eschatological language because he wants to root his whole project, his whole continuing practice of deconstruction, in the future possibilities to come.  But we cannot divine the future.  The time has never come, we are always in the middle, on our way, in medias res.  Derrida wants a metaphysics from a human perspective, with an acceptance of our limits.  


An important part of the purpose of deconstruction is to keep us from thinking that we have arrived, that our promise has been fulfilled, that our messiah has come.
  It keeps us from saying "aha! NOW the time has come, the words have been fulfilled, the truth with a capital "T" has come to US!"  Deconstruction keeps our promises open, keeps the space of our promise without content open.  If there was not an opening, an undecidability, there would be nothing left to think, to learn, and we would have arrived at the perfect state.   But of course it isn't sheer undecidabilty.  We can decide, we do decide, but when we make the decision there are things that aren't settled.  There always are.  In directly responding to things John Searle had accused him of, Derrida writes,

I never proposed "a kind of 'all or nothing' choice between pure realization of self-presence and complete freeplay or undecidability.'" I never believed in this and I never spoke of "complete freeplay or undecidability."  I am certain that the "American critics of [my] work" can find nothing in my texts which corresponds to that.  And for good reason [Limited, Inc., 115]


The question is brought up that, since Derrida's deconstruction is in a sense a philosophy of undecidability, isn't it impractical?  Doesn't that mean we can never decide?  The answer is, no.  We have to decide.  Like the old debate between William James and Clifford ("Will to Believe"), we are forced to make decisions without all the facts-- and that is the way it almost always is.  There is closure, but never final closure, and never closure without possibility of being mistaken.  In this sense, everything is faith.  Every new upheaval or change leaves us within a new closure, a new paradigm perhaps, (though Derrida does not use this word).  So we are constantly making decisions, believing things, changing our minds, making new discoveries.  Deconstruction isn't about keeping us from making progress, it is about making progress.  Derrida says "Destabilization is required for progress as well.  And the "de-" of deconstruction signifies not the demolition of what is constructing itself, but rather, what remains to be thought beyond the constructivist or deconstructionist scheme  . . ." [Limited, 147]   It isn't about destroying significance, but finding deeper and richer significances.  And the function of deconstruction specifically is to keep the promise unfulfilled, to keep us from thinking that the promised has arrived on our doorstep (like Hegel thought Spirit was finally coming to completion in 19th century Germany).  It is simply not true to say that Derrida leaves us without reference or truth.  Derrida goes to great lengths to make this clear:

For of course there's a "right track" [une bonne voie], a better way, and let it be said in passing how surprised I have often been, how amused or discouraged, depending on my humor, by the use or the phrase of the following argument: Since the deconstructionist (which is to say, isn't it, the skeptic-relativist-nihilist!) is supposed not to believe in truth, stability, or the unity of meaning, in intention or "meaning-to-say," how can he demand of us that we read him with pertinence, precision, rigor?  How can he demand of us that his own text be interpreted correctly?  How can he accuse anyone else of having misunderstood, simplified, deformed it, etc.?  In other words, how can he discuss, and discuss the reading of what he writes?  The answer is simple enough: this definition of the deconstructionist is false (that's right: false, not true) and feeble; it supposes a bad (that's right: bad, not good) and feeble reading of numerous texts, first of all mine, which therefore must finally be read or reread.  Then perhaps it will be understood that the power and truth (and all those values associated with it) is never contested or destroyed in my writings, but only reinscribed in  more powerful, larger, more stratified contexts.  And within interpretive contexts . . . that are relatively stable, sometimes apparently almost unshakable, it should be possible to invoke rules of competence, criteria of discussion and of consensus, good faith, lucidity, rigor, criticism and pedagogy. [Limited, 146]


Concrete examples help here to understand how we use normative referents without absolutizing them.  My concepts of God, my wife, my friend, my job, a philosopher I study or a paper I write are to a certain extent always being revised, and in this sense, they are in flux.  This isn't because God changes, or that philosopher changes (think here of a dead philosopher, like Plato), and it isn't necessarily because my job or my wife changes (although they do).  What changes is the breath and depth of my understanding.  My knowledge as it "now" stands is never total, but does this lack of complete knowledge keep me from having a relationship with God or my wife, or keep me from speaking out about a philosopher I am studying? Of course not.  I continue to speak about the philosopher, pray to God, and relate to my wife, despite the fact that my knowledge is incomplete.  Again, deconstruction is meant to keep me on my toes, to unsettle my set ideas by continuing the search.  How could I, for example, have a relationship with someone who was exactly the same as me?  There is always otherness, difference, which keeps me intrigued and looking and talking.  There is always an element of undecidability and unknowability-- sometimes more, sometimes less.   Nothing is apodictically sure and certain, but we believe and decide in the midst of this undecidability.  


As it turns out then, Derrida is not promoting an end to philosophy-- but in fact through his metaphysics of absence, or promise, or messianicity, he is emphasizing that philosophy is never over, we are never done, and we face an unending task.  He is against closure-- against determining that finally we have reached the "God's-eye" point of view.

For Example: Deconstruction and Justice


To see what this judging-while-holding-undecidability-in-hand and leaving us without final closure is like, we should look at Derrida's notion of justice, in his famous essay, "Force of Law: The 'Mystical Foundations of Authority'".
  Derrida says "Justice in itself, if such a thing exists, outside or beyond the law, is not deconstructable."  Please note first, that Derrida is speaking about a notion of "Justice" here which is not Platonic.  Derrida is a nominalist, not universalist, and what I mean by that is that justice only happens in a particular circumstance, in a particular event.  Each event is unique and demands consideration and judgment.  So "justice" is 'what would be just right in this particular circumstance.  Direct unmediated unthought reference to universals is ruled out.  Second, he does not say that such a thing, i.e. justice, exists, rather , he is saying it is possible that it exists, and that if it does it is not subject to deconstruction.  However, what we have is the law, which is knowledge, so it is subject to deconstruction.  Caputo expresses this difference between law and justice as a gap:

Laws are sometimes just but they are also sometimes unjust.  Conforming to law sometimes means only mere legality whereas the demands of justice are often served by opposing the law and even spending time in jail.  Laws mean to be just and justice needs good laws in order to be rendered, but there is always a gap, a structural difference between justice and the law. ["Derrida and Theology", 465]

All of us would agree, I think, that the law is not always just, it should be flexible and revisable.  But beyond this, we must have judges to apply the law to situations, and this is not a simple and clear process, in most cases.



As I understand Derrida in his essay, the "practice of law" (that is, any application of the "universal" to the "particular" situation), is an act of deconstruction.  This means that all judges practice deconstruction.  More importantly, it means that our lawmakers intend and revise the law and should continually do this.  Derrida at least means that we shouldn't let the law be a law unto itself, but that we must evaluate it and modify it if need be, always keeping it directed towards justice as its goal.  As Derrida says, "The fact that the law is deconstructible is not bad news.  We may even see it as a stroke of luck for politics, for all historical progress."
   We see again at work Derrida's radical hyper-sensitivity to the limits of my-- of our-- understanding and knowing.  He sees Justice as something beyond, and in this sense "impossible" [for us to grasp].  As Plato, Derrida is always pursuing justice relentlessly.  Derrida, also much like Plato, sees our concepts of justice (our laws) to be always incomplete and inadequate.  But Derrida is not interested in a universal rule or formula of justice.  Instead, he is interested in laws which provide grounds by which to make right and good judgments in particular cases.  We must not expect that our laws are just.  We should in fact keep them under careful scrutiny, watching for the ways that our "legalities" cause injustice.


We are always stuck in the cave.  But deconstruction is what helps us progress.  We are able to reform, and reform, and reformulate again, as we go on our way.  Deconstruction is the way of those who go along their way conscious of their finite limits and looking for the marginalized and forgotten.  

Conclusion (as of now) about Deconstruction


Whenever we say something, we don't say exactly what was meant, because we inadvertently say more and less than we meant, due to the vagueness of language.  Our references and signifiers always create and exclude "others" in the margins, which are forgotten.  Certainly here in this paper I have left out and covered over much of Derrida, and perhaps given some false impressions somehow.  But it is inadvertent, when it has happened.  I have done the best I can for now.  Each time something is said, something of what is being spoken about is lost.  We are infallibly incomplete and stuck in our contingent state.  We are limited to finitude and a life and philosophy of inadequacies.  And that is only human. 


Derrida is no nihilist, relativist or anarchist, in the traditional sense of these words.  He does realize that we are in a position, and that one of the most fundamental conditions for thinking is the realization that there is something we haven't got yet.  His deconstruction keeps us on the move, keeps us thinking.  We look for the differences, the excluded others, the marginalized and forgotten, yet we continually make our way by deciding in spite of the undecidability that we constantly face.  One can see each decision to be a calculated decision of faith.  Judgments are made, all the time, and there is never pure application of rules or law.  There is always a difference in our referring and our signifying, and our concepts go through perpetual change and revisioning, as our visions become sharper, and our understandings richer.  If this is what deconstruction is about, I think some of you might say, "is that all he is saying?".  Of course that isn't all he is saying, but do remember what he is saying-- metaphysics of absence should replace metaphysics of presence, the naive philosophy of presence is dead, and we must face the task of a lifetime, which is to remain hyper-sensitive to the marginalized and excluded others as we speak, do philosophy, or theology, or sociology--in short, as we act and as we live.  This is no mere task, and is, in fact, quite a radical calling.  It is a calling in which we are called to act, knowing all the while that it is a calling which we will never fulfill.    

Apologetic Applications


Derrida has been widely misconstrued and misused by his critics, by his "supporters", in Literary criticism, in popular intellectualist spheres, by freshmen undergraduates, and by many other people who think he justifies their point of view.  Some think Derrida is a philosophical heavyweight behind their personal hedonism and relativism.  This simply shows that many people who advocate deconstruction or postmodernism haven't done much more reading of Derrida than his critics who blindly denounce it.  We can and should avoid both paths.  If we listen to what Derrida says, we can bring academic postmodernism to bear upon societal crass-postmodernism.  If we know what deconstruction is about better than those who misuse the label for their own mindless relativism, they will certainly be caught off guard.  If mindless relativists don't want to discuss and think, that is there prerogative, but do not let them think they somehow have the blessing of Jacques Derrida.   


I think Derrida has something specifically for Christians as well.  I think that a faith which realizes that for now we see only in a mirror, darkly, a faith hypersensitive to our finitude, limits, and situatedness of our thinking, should be able to adopt an eschatological metaphysics of absence with an attitude of waiting-- "until he comes".
  A Believer is in danger of trying to "fill in the promise" too much.  It is a danger of religion to idolatarize our desires and preferences into "God's will" and decide that we have absolute certainty in matters which we have no business claiming apodicticity.  As Caputo has put it, deconstruction arms us-- 

 . . . with a heightened sense of suspicion about the constructedness of discourse, including the constructedness of the discourse which claims to transcend discourse [faith].  The result is to leave faith in fear and trembling; but then that is a very religious result, and one of the oldest conditions of faith. [Derrida and Theology, 463]  


Such a faith is not unreasonable.  By now I hope it is clear that deconstruction is a type of argument, and is in a very important sense reason itself.  It would be unreasonable to not practice deconstruction.  Our faith will not be destroyed, it will be better understood for what it is, and will be a richer faith.  One need not become a Mark C. Taylor
 to become a faithful believer adopting some of the insights of Jacques Derrida, as people like John Caputo have shown.
  There are many directions such a project could take, and I think that there is much innovative and creative potential here for those willing to engage the challenging thought of Jacques Derrida.






NOTES


 NOTES

1This is a direct whole quotation out of John J Stuhr's "Can Pragmatism Appropriate the Resources of Postmodernism?" in Transactions of the Charles S. Peirce Society (Vol. 29, No. 4, Fall 1993) but he is referring to the original remarks by Foucault in the interview entitled "Critical Theory/Intellectual History" in Politics, Philosophy, Culture: Interview and Other Writings, 1977-1984, Ed. by Lawrence D. Kritzman, (New York: Routledge, 1990).

2Davis Wells in his book No Place for Truth (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing, 1993),claims that postmodernism is just an extension of modernism.  He says that it is cahracterized by lack of belief in truth (60), "the recoil against modernity, the revolt against an overcivilized world" (61), loss of "capacity to transmit either values or meaning" and hence a losss of "its power to regulate behavior" (62), by the loss of the dream of remaking life (64), and "the loss of overarching purpose" (65).  Timothy Phillips and Dennis Okholm, in their book, Christian Apologetics in the Postmodern World describe postmodernity as "a relativistic denial of rationality and morality with its correlative reduction of all conflicts to power" (11), characterized by "marketing" and "surfing the internet"(16), "self-improvement"(17), and "Rollerbladers and New Agers"(19).  Jean-Francois Lyotard's comment that postmodernism is "simplifying to the extreme, . . . incredulity towards metanarratives" has become quite popular as a descriptor. (See The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge, trans. Geoff Bennington and Brian Massumit (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1984) pp xxiii)  John Caputo's remark, "The truth is . . . that there is no truth" has also become a well-distributed 'example of a postmodern motto' among critics of 'postmodernism'.  (Radical Hermeneutics (Bloomington IN: Indiana University Press, 1987), 156.)  

3I am not saying that theory and practice are not related.  Theory in an important sense is practice, and practice in an important way is theory.  However, when you blame one theory for another one's practice, you make a serious mistake.  It is silly to blame Nietzsche for Naziism, or Christ for the Crusades, Francis Schaffer for abortion climic bombings, or Derrida for anything and everyone that parades around claiming to be "postmodern".

4Of course, this distinction is also problematic, because a great deal of philosophy is ideology critique and cultural critique, and some philosophy is also theological-- however, I think this distinction is less problematic than the lack of any distinction whatsoever.

5Although Peirce had written numerous essays dating back to 1868, James' lecture Philosophical Conceptions and Practical Results"  is what really started the sweeping interest in pragmatism at the turn of this century.

6Peirce, "What Pragmatism is" in Charles Saunders Peirce: Selected Writings ed Philip P. Wiener. (New York: Dover Publications, Inc, 1958).

7Jacques Derrida, Ear of the Other, (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1985)85.
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10Caputo, "Alterity", 453.

11If "anti-realist" means "phenomenalist" or "there are only phenomena not things" or "there is no actual state of affairs", then Derrida is certainly not an anti-realist.  That isn't an issue for Derrida.  He really doesn't make many assertions on the topic.   

12Ibid, 455.

13 Jacques Derrida, Positions, trans Alan Bass (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981), 6, 24.

14Richard Rorty, "Is Derrida a Transcendental Philosopher?" in Essays on Heidegger and Others, (New York: Cambridge, 1991) 119-139.

15Derrida, Husserl's Origin of geometry: An Introduction, trans. John P. Leavey, Jr. (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1989) 135-143.  It should be noted, however, that Derrida is no "pure" Kantian.  He and others have attempted to stress this point.  See Drucilla Cornell's Philosophy of the Limit (New York: Routledge, 1992), 134.

16Derrida, Spectors of Marx (New York: Routledge, 1994) 61,65,73-75, esp. 89-93.

17Ibid., 65, 89.

18One could imagine an interesting book which would, side-by side, compare particular religious messianic predictions of the arrival of a messiah or the end of the world (like the original Seventh Day Adventists, the Waco cult, or various Muslim, Christian or Jewish sects) with claims of philosophers to have "arrived" at the correct method, or the final structure, or the apodictic grounds, or the Being of all being.  

19Derrida, "The Force of Law: The 'Mystical Foundation of Authority'" in Drucella Cornell's Deconstruction and the Possibility of Justice (New York: Routledge, 1992).

20"Force of Law", 15.

21The difficulty or tension of such a practice comes in trying to decide how much is promised.  A Christian obviously has more "content" in his promise than a sheer Derridean, but we do decide "in the face" of the undecidability, the insecurity.  Keeping this tension comes as we both remember our limits and continue in the faith.  The desire to absolve this tension and resolve to comfort ourselves in cocksured certainty is a religious tendency which must always be watched for.  Deconstruction is a practice to keep us alert to our own self-deception and lethargy.

22I am refering here to Mark C. Taylor's book, Erring: A Postmodern A/theology.

23John Caputo has criticized Mark Taylor's book Erring: A Postmodern A/Theology for being atheistic and untrue to Derrida.  See his review of Taylor's book in Man and World 21:107-126 (1988). Roman

Michel Foucault: How Power Affects Our View of Truth
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Michel Foucault once said, “I would say that this has always been my problem: the effects of power and the production of “truth.” (CCP, 118)   Foucault’s goal is always to try to discover how our view of truth is influenced by power relationships and perspectives.  People have often accused Foucault of claiming that truth claims are nothing but power plays—that truth is merely power.  But Foucault rejects this misunderstanding:

“ . . . when I read—and I know it has been attributed to me—the thesis, “Knowledge is power,” or “Power is knowledge,” I begin to laugh, since studying their relation is precisely my problem.  If they were identical, I would not have to study them and I would be spared a lot of fatigue as a result.”

Rather than saying truth merely is what the powerful decide it is, Foucault is concerned with the ways in which our power position affects how we see reality.  I face this when I try to talk to rich white students with no inner city friends or exposure to inner city issues about the priveledges they benefited from growing up.  Most of them don’t see themselves to have any special priveledge, because they are no different than all of their peers.  But this power which they have keeps them from seeing reality of the world.

          When Foucault discusses power, he doesn’t talk about it like it is a substance—something you get or lose.  Rather, it is a certain relationship.  He says, “Power is not a substance.  Neither is it a mysterious property whose origin must be delved into.  Power is only a certain type of relation between individuals.” (ccp, 83)  All relationships are power relations.  Power isn’t bad, it isn’t good.  It just is.  Foucault is interested in how that power works, and how the relationships play a role in what and how we believe.  He says, “What I am attentive to is the fact that every human relation is to some degree a power relation.  We move in a world of perpetual strategic relations.  Every power relation is not bad in itself, but it is a fact that always involves danger.” (CCP, 168) 

          Foucault does not think that power is something that we should exterminate.  Power is not some cancer which should be destroyed.  He also doesn’t think we can somehow escape power relationships and somehow believe things purely without any power affecting our perspective.  He says, “I have no solution to offer. But I think it is pointless to avert one’s gaze: we must try to get to the bottom of things and confront them.” (CCP, 172) Now obviously, this does not sit well with a modern who wants to discover the problem and solve it, but Foucault is not a modern.  He is concerned to realize the multiple layers of motives and relationships behind beliefs and ‘truth’ claims, not so that he can lay bare ‘the truth’, and escape its influence, but rather, so he can at least be aware of these influences and motivations.


To tell ‘the truth’ about ourselves is not to gain absolutely universal and certain claims which are transcendent to our existence.  I am made up, in effect, of multiple relationships, multiple responsibilities, multiple identities—son, father, student, teacher, neighbor, stranger—all at once.  Foucault says, “If I tell the truth about myself, as I am now doing, it is in part that I am constituted as a subject across a number of power relations which are exerted over me and which I exert over others.” (c,c,p 39)  In this sense, Foucault’s view of the self is quite similar to some existentialists like Sartre, who think that we are what we do: 

“I do indeed believe that there is no sovereign, founding subject, a universal form of subject to be found everywhere.  I am very skeptical of this view of the subject and very hostile to it.  I believe, on the contrary, that the subject is conttisuted through practices of subjection, or, ina more autonomous way, through practices of liberation, of liberty, . . .” (ccp,50)

Foucault has tried to show us the ways that we are constituted by our relationships, and the ways in which our notions of truth or rationality are constituted by our history or political  situatedness.  This has led him to produce ‘historical’ accounts of how we come to view things as good or bad, right or wrong, reasonable or crazy.  In all his work, he says, “My aim is not to write the social history of a prohibition but the political history of the production of ‘truth.’” (CCP, 112)  By producing these ‘histories’ Foucault undermines the notion that there is one history of events.  Rather, there are multiple histories which tell the same events, but from different perspectives and from within different power relationships.  In doing this, he hopes to help unsettle us in a healthy way, so that we are woken from our lethargic dogmatic ways of looking at the world.  “But experience has taught me that the history of various forms of rationality is sometimes more effective in unsettling our certitudes and dogmatism than is abstract criticism.” (CCP, 83)


Some might think that Foucault’s criticism of one universally accessible history of the facts is depressing, because it may leave us without the ability to tell just one story of the facts.  But Foucault in fact is encouraged by the multiplicity of ways of telling the same events:

No, I don’t Subscribe to the notion of a decadence, of a lack of writers, of the sterility of thought, of a gloomy future, lacking in prospects. 


On the contrary, I believe that there is a plethora.  What we are suffering from is not a void, but inadequate means for thinking about everything that is happening.  There is an overabundance of things to be known: fundamental, terrible, wonderful, funny, insignificant, and crucial at the same time.” (CCP 327)

Foucaults's Genealogy of Power: "Everything is dangerous"
Knowledge is Power
Perhaps Foucault is (mistakenly) best known for the slogan, "knowledge is power," which is taken to mean that 'anything you say is just a power-move on your part, so I need not take it as true, but only as an expression of your desire for power.'  Foucault has read his Nietzsche, but he does not ever make such a silly statement as "knowledge is power."  Foucault directly denies this slogan:

You must understand that is a part of the destiny common to all problems once they are posed: they degenerate into slogans. . . . you have to understand that when I read-- and I know it has been attributed to me-- the thesis, "Knowledge is power," or "Power is knowledge," I begin to laugh, since studying their relation is precisely my problem.  If they were identical, I would not have to study them and I would be spared a lot of fatigue as a result.  the very fact that I pose the quesion of their relation proves clearly that I do not [equate] them.(Politics 43)

Foucault speaks quite clearly for himself. Of course he does not think that knowledge is power, because his whole question is: how do power relations affect my knowing processes?  He wants to know how that my desire to maintain my job, for example, would affect my view on minority hiring quotas, or the ability of women to work in my position.  He want to know how that my concern to maintain my position, or to force a particular outcome  play a role in my opinions about “the truth.”   In another interview, Peter Burger asked Foucault, “Marxism has been criticized for analyzing everything, in the final analysis, to an economic problem.  Can you, too, bot be criticized for seeing power everywhere and, in the final analysis, of rewducing everything to power?” to which Foucault responded,

That’s an important question.  For me, power is the problem that has to be resolved.  Take an example like the prisons.  I want to study the way in which people set about using--and late on in history-- imprisonment, rather than banishment or torture, as a punitive method. . . . I constantly show the economic or political origin of these methods; but, while refraining from seeing power everywhere, I also think there is a specificity in these new techniques of training.  I believe that the methods used, right down to the way of conditioning an individual’s behavior, have a logic, obey a type of rationality, and are all based on one another to form a sort of specific stratum.
 

There is, for Foucault, a logic of power, which guides much of politics, renditions of history, and cultural patterns of thought.  Foucault wants to critically analyze who we are and how we think, in order to help us explore new possibilities of thought, and to break past old boundaries of stereotypes and insecurities:
The critical ontology of ourselves . . . has to be conceived as an attitude, an ethos, a philosophical life in which the critique of what we are is at one and the same time the historical analysis of the limits that are imposed on us and an experiment with the possibility of going beyond them. (FR 50)

History has no 'meaning'

 
This phrase, “history has no meaning” could be taken as a atheistic prejudice that God has no purpose for reality.  It might be better thought of as a claim that we do not have access to know the one and final meaning of each historical event.  Foucault says,

History has no "meaning," though this is not to say that it is absurd or incoherent.  On the contrary, it is intelligible and should be susceptible to analysis down to the smallest detail--but this in accordance with the intelligibility of struggles, of strategies and tactics. (FR 56)

The point here is that any notion of "the history" of an event is not pure, not free from prejudices of perspective.  Every history is a story told by someone.  That isn't to say that history is merely a make-believe fairy tale invented by imagination, but it is to say that when a subject (individual) gives an account of an event, their account is by definition subjective (of a subject) and particularly idiocycratic in a certain type of way.  This is more obvious on a broader societal level, where societies perpetuate certain ways of describing events and happenings.  We have a tendency to think that our perspective is the best one ever, that we can see things more clearly than any of our predecessors.  But the fact is that we live in time and cannot escape our contingent state to achieve a perfectly non-context-influenced position from which to view "history".  In this sense then, we cannot get at the history of the world, or an event, etc. 

I think we should have the modesty to say to ourselves that, on the one hand, the time we live in is not the unique or fundamental or irruptive point in history where everything is completed and begun again. We must also have the modesty to say, on the other hand, that . . . the time we live in is very interesting; . . . It is a time like any other, or rather, a time which is never quite like any other. (Politics, 36)

Foucault doesn't want to try to find "the perfect story" of history.  He doesn't think that is possible.  His project is primarily critical.  Foucault is not interested in finding solutions.  He is interested in pointing out problems.  He is actively concerned with showing the overlooked dangers and unresolved tensions in our thinking.  This leads Foucault not to apathy, but rather leads him to a hyper-activism:

You see, what I want to do is not the history of solutions . . . I would like to do the genealogy of problems, of problematiques.  My point is not that everything is bad, but that everything is dangerous, which is not exactly the same as bad.   If everything is dangerous, then we always have something to do.  So my position leads not to apathy but to a hyper- and pessimistic activism.

I think that the ethico-politcal choice we have to make every day is to determine which is the main danger.  (FR, 343)

Foucault, as Lyotard, is interested in finding unexplored options, unthought of ways, by putting the status quo in question and raising serious difficulties.  His concern is not in building consensus, but in preventing violent hegemony: "The farthest I would go is to say that perhaps one must not be for consensuality, but one must be against nonconsensuality."(FR 379)  Again, we find a pluralistic obsession, which is, as far as I have here presented it, not so distant from Lyotard's.  While I do think that Foucault and Lyotard’s concerns are legitimate, they do not provide us with much in the way of constructive paradigms for community, consensus, etc. 

6. Conclusion: The "End" Of Philosophy?
Some have talked a great deal about the end of philosophy, or metaphysics, or epistemology.  This is all peculiar talk, in a way, since philosophy as a practice seems to continue on.  But after    Derrida, Lyotard, Caputo and Foucault (and the tradition they represent from Kant Hegel and Nietzsche to Heidegger and even Dewey), some would say that certainly a part of philosophy has died.  In Epistemology, for example, traditional foundationalism and attempts at logical positivism have been left behind for dead.   The attempt to annihilate the skeptic has just about run out of steam.  The naive thinking that we could attain a God's eye perspective has been discredited, and so, killed.  We realize that even science is not neutral, after Thomas Kuhn. 

One can take Nietzsche's "God is dead" to mean at least in part "the notion of a God's eye perspective is dead".  I take radical phrases like "the truth is that there is no Truth" to mean quite often, we have no certain apodictic truth with a capital "T".
  Any such claims are claims made in faith and hope, not certainty.  Does this make wild-eyed skeptics to be too domestic?  I don't think so.  If you read much Caputo, or Derrida, or Lyotard or Foucault, you soon realize that they are not out to destroy tradition, they are out to reform it, from within itself.
 Deconstruction is not about destruction.  It is about bringing out tension out which is already within the texts themselves, bringing about alternative motifs, marginalized voices within the texts.  "Deconstuction means to complicate reference, not to deny it: it insists that there is no reference without difference, no reference (il n'y a pas) outside a textual chain (horstexte)"
  To brush Derrida aside by calling him historicist or revisionary is not only a misreading, it indicates a lack of reading any Derrida whatsoever.  Derrida and the thinkers above-mentioned who are critical of various aspects of the tradition have not ushered in the end of philosophy, by their own account.
 Granted, there is talk about the "end of philosophy" or the "end of metaphysics" found in some of Derrida and other's writings, but if you read them in the context of their work, you will usualloy find that they qualify "philosophy" which is no longer tenable as "philosophy of presence", for example, in the Husserlian sense]  What they have brought to the table are questions about the contextual and situational  nature of our thinking and knowing, and these questions bring to an end a certain naive way of doing philosophy.  They have brought out the part which our own minds, (Kant) our greed (Marx), sin (Kierkegaard), our will to power (Nietzsche) our neurosis (Freud), sentiment (James), our desire for self-sovereignty (Shestov), instrumental ends (Dewey), our intentionality (Levinas), our thinking in terms of presence (Derrida), and power relations (Foucault) play in our knowing.

 7. The Dangers of Thinking
Of course these thinkers are dangerous, but as Michel Foucault said, "Everything is dangerous".  Curiosity can be dangerous, and so can mental lethargy.  Evangelicals tend to avoid American Pragmatists, postmodern thinkers, and continental philosophy in general like the plague.  Yet this posture of purposed ignorance can only be harmful to us.  We have to face the thoughts of these thinkers squarely, not just to use ambush tactics and pot-shots, and I am convinced that we can even accept many of their central insights and even appreciate them while remaining faithful. 

After these questions and questioners (and the many others like them) are seriously taken on the table, we can no longer do epistemology naively, as though we had direct unmeditated noncontextual knowledge of our world.  We must look to the role  personal and societal ends play in our beliefs.   And it seems that after taking these philosophers seriously, the projects of epistemology, metaphysics, and philosophy must shift their focus.  No longer should epistemology spend itself on defeating the skeptic, rather, it should be concerned with questions like "How is it that I come to say 'this is true?'" or "What kinds of ends should I value?"   Philosophy Derridean style is concerned with damage-control, being careful readers and keeping the marginalized voices within the texts heard.  But many philosophers ignore these questions, these projects, these philosophers, and so go on as though these questions weren't worth while.  I believe that these questions, rather than threatening Christians, should be the very questions Christians should be interested in, and raising themselves.

 8. Philosophy as Arrogance and Self-Sovereignty
To demand to know the exact limits of our epistemic knowledge is in some ways similar to wanting to know exactly what we must do to please God-- such a request is made by one who is not willing to trust God, but who would rather be in control.  Such demands for apodictic certainty are on the verge of being claims against God's sovereignty, claims to want to be transformed into the objective transcendent knower, demands to escape our human subjectivity and frailty.  We must be careful in our epistemic claims, as it is obvious that sin plays a role in our determining what we determine to be true.

Traditional philosophy can be seen as an attempt to  gain self-sovereignty, (Shestov) and an attempt to escape our human condition.  Plato sought the absolute knowledge of the Forms.  Aristotle sought necessity and certainty.  Descartes wanted absolutely secure foundations.  Spinoza loved necessity.  Reid wanted to just assume a direct certainty about the connection between our perceptions and the way things are.  Kant wanted completeness, certainty, and necessity.  Husserl wanted apodictic certainty through pure and timeless ego. And the whole analytic tradition from Frege to Russell to Ayer has its roots in a desire to get mathematical certainty in our knowing claims.  Always there seems to be an attempt to escape our human condition.  This seems to many to be an unreasonable and neurotic. 

The task of thinking is to maintain an ideal of objective truth while realizing that it is not only temporarily distant, but structurally impossible for us to attain as human beings.  Insofar as I want to know as God knows, I want to know without perspective-- without subjectivity-- perfectly objectively-- sub specie eternitatus-- but this is not possible for me as human being.  I do not give up an ideal, an indeconstructible goal that I continually strive for, but I maintain the remembrance that the perfect is not mine to have.  I want to know God, but I do not expect to know like God.  

Is a demand for sovereign secure necessity a goal that is compatible with the Judeo-Christian tradition?  It seems to me that such a search for security is more like an attempt to gain self-sovereignty much like the way Adam and Eve sought autonomy through taking from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.  Shestov says of Hegel, "Hegel was not at all embarrassed to say that the serpent who had spoken the truth to the first man and that the fruits of the tree of knowledge became the source of philosophy for all time."   I don't think it is outlandish to say that philosophy is to a certain extent a search for sovereignty.  But doesn't that make it a very dangerous enterprise, and shouldn't we be quite concerned with developing self-critical habits through regularly listening to the critical voices within our tradition?  Inasmuch as we marginalize and ignore these critical voices, aren't we just closing our ears to dissent, neglecting self-criticism and leaving ourselves available to naive arrogance?  It seems that as Christian thinkers, we should of all people pay special attention to make sure we are forced into self-reflection and dialogical consideration of our opinions, and an ideal way to ensure that this happens is to read more of the philosophers of critique. 

We must guard against the tendency in philosophy (which is the ‘modern’ which postmodern wants to get away from) to intellectualize ourselves right out of our own skins and contexts-- in short, to intellectualize ourselves right out of humanity.  This epistemic concern arises out of a hyper-sensitivity to my finitude, sin, and limits, not because one is taken up with sexy french philosophy written by “radicals.”  

It is ironic that, apart from Augustine and Kierkegaard and Shestov, that it has been primarily non-Christians of the likes of Hume, Marx, Nietzsche, Dewey, Derrida and Foucault who have best brought critique to the tradition in terms of the limits of human understanding, though this appears to be the very sort of thing Christians should be bringing up.  What could be appropriate for a Christian philosophy, particularly  Reformed Christian philosophy, than to bring up the ways sin, finitude and ignorance are realities in our lives?  Certainly Caputo, Derrida, Foucault and Lyotard stand strongly against marginalization, alienation, and manipulation, and Christians can certainly stand against these things as well.  When this is realized, we can begin to sensitively find appreciation for these thinkers, rather than fear and (at times) loathing.

Applying Foucault


We might ask, in response to Foucault, “How do our perspectives, situatedness and power affect our view of reality?”  It is likely that it affects us very much.  So what might Applications could we make of his insights?


First, we might try to see how that our

Lyotards Pluralism: "Disbelief about metanarrratives"
Jean-Francois Lyotard (1924-  )

It should first be understood that one cannot understand Lyotard without remembering his history as a French Jewish philosopher with the Holocaust eternally at the forefront of his mind.  His main concern is to prevent the horrible hegemony of a mass united in their cause as was the German Republic during World War II.  One should understand Lyotard only in the shadow of the Hollocaust. 

A simplistic but useful way to think of Lyotard is as the philosopher of anti-trust philosophy.  Anti-trust laws are those laws which help prevent one company from taking over an unfair majority of a particular market or industry.  For example, Ma Bell of the 70's was 'broken up' into a lot of smaller companies in an attempt to even out the competition and through diversity make the industry more competitive and healthier.  Two current potential anti-trust problems would be the incredibly massive HMO's in the medical field, some of which are 'gobbling up' hospitals left and right, and secondly the huge banks which have in recent years been buying out hundreds of locally-owned banks.  While these huge hegemonic institutions do provide some efficiency and cost-effective benefits at times, the lurking danger is that they forget about the individuals whom they serve, and trample over the weaker, although more personable, smaller local competitors.  The danger in hegemony is that the hegemonic power will turn depotistic, and cancerous.

Lyotard sees WWII Germany as the worst monopoly of all time.  The world witnessed the great nation of Germany unify under the worst monopoly of modern memory-- the Nazi's.  The Nazi's told a powerful story of the greatness and destiny of the German people, fated to dominate and rule the world, and cleanse it in their struggle to achieve their full greatness.  This monopoly left us the Holocaust in its wake.  It is with this in his mind that Lyotard says, "Simplifying to the extreme, I define postmodern as incredulity toward metanarratives." Taken out of context, this phrase has been used to sum up postmodernism in general.  This phrase is found in the three-page introduction to his short book The Postmodern Condition: A Report On Knowledge.  It is quite useful to look at the rest of the book, but we will limit ourselves here merely to looking at the rest of the three-page introduction.

Before he gets to his infamous phrase, Lyotard writes, 

Science has always been in conflict with narratives.  Judged by the yardstick of science, the majority of them prove to be fables.  But to the extent that science does not restrict itself to stating useful regularities and seeks the truth, it is obliged to legitimate the rules of its own game.  It then produces a discourse of legitimation with respect to its own status, a discourse called philosophy.
 

Up to this point, Lyotard has said that science often conflicts with other narratives which explain non-scientific fields, (i.e., literature, love, religion, or art).  This of course isn't a problem, as long as science is willing to restrict itself to helping us design better airplanes and developing new breeds of seed corn.  But people often try to govern everything with science, and then it must come up with self-legitimating narratives of its own, and this is provided through philosophy.

Lyotard now goes on immediately to say,

I will use the term modern to designate any science that legitimates itself with reference to a metadiscourse of this kind making an explicit appeal to some grand narrative, such as the dialectics of Spirit, the hermeneutics of meaning, the emancipation of the rational or working subject, or the relation of wealth. . . . if a metanarrative implying a philosophy of history is used to legitimate knowledge, questions are raised concerning the validity of the institutions governing the social bond: these must be legitimated as well.  Thus justice is consigned to the grand narrative in the same way as truth.

Simplifying to the extreme, I define postmodern  as incredulity towards metanarratives. 

Here it is quite clear that modern refers to the practice of trying to legitimate scientific discourse through particular narratives like Hegel's dialectics of spirit, Husserl's or Sauserre's hermeneutics of meaning, Descartes or others' emancipation of the rational subject, Marx's emancipation of the working subject, and so on.  Postmodern, in contrast to these attempts to philosophically justify science, is a turn of attitude, an attitude of suspicion towards these types of grand schemes of legitimating science.

Now Lyotard is certainly not saying that postmodern means we have no more narratives at all, or that postmodernism just lets the smoothest talker or most powerful authority win.  He says,

Postmodern knowledge is not simply a tool of the  authorities; it refines our sensitivity to differences and reinforces our ability to tolerate the incommensurable.  Its principle is not the expert's homology, but the inventor's paralogy.

Postmodern realizations do not just give up the concept of truth to those with power or a smooth tongue.  Instead, the postmodern is suspicious of any metanarrative because the postmodern is sensitive to the differences and so builds a greater ability to tolerate diversity.  Postmodernity is no longer ruled by the experts ability to tell a unified story, rather, it is governed by the principle of inventiveness, desiring the new and innovative as disruption.  In short, as Lyotard is here presenting it, the postmodern turn brings an attitude which invites disruption, in the hope of preventing scientistic or other violent and repressive hegemony to cover up and over reality.  Postmodern philosophers are the guardians of the truth with a capital T insofar as they keep us from crowning any lesser idols of our own as deities.  They protect the honor of the name “Truth” insofar as they keep us ever-distant.  Lyotard thinks we have had enough of the attempt to get a hold on "the whole truth":

The nineteenth and twentieth centuries have given us as much nostalgia of the whole and the one, for the reconciliation of the concept and the sensible, of the transparent and the communicable experience.  Under the general demand for slackening and for appeasement, we can hear the mutterings of the desire for a return of terror, for the realization of the fantasy to seize reality.  The answer is: Let us wage war on totality; let us be witnesses to the unpresentable; let us activate the differences and save the honor of the name.
 (PC 81-2)

Here Lyotard makes it clear that his focus is against coercion.  He is most concerned to prevent and avert coercion, rather than being so concerned with how to build consensus.  Lyotard does not have all answers for all problems.  What he does have is a Jewish voice speaking against marginalization and oppression witnessed in one of the worst wars of all times. 

Today we live in an America which seems to feel that it is in dire crisis.  The greater and more obnoxious disparity between the wealthy and the poor in this country is planting the seeds of another revolution, and it feels at times like people are more concerned with security and stability than they are in justice.  That is certainly the case in Russia and other former east-block countries and African nations.  Will this desire for security and stability ultimately override justice?  The price for a healthy pluralism in the truly democratic sense is dissent.  There is dissent in any open forum.  Lyotard calls us to encourage dissent, so that we will not end up with more violent hegemonies on our hands in the future.  It is better to have many voices speaking, none of them in hegemonic control, than to have a monolithic voice able to shout down all of the others into submission.

This Lyotardian logic does make sense, to a point.  I think it is vital to note its intentions and its  reasonableness.  There is danger in any hegemonic power, and some degree of pluralism seems to be not only useful but useful in most human enterprises, including our philosophy, politics, and religion.  There is a need for critical voices to keep us from idolatry and ideological oppression.  In this sense it is good to have dissent, and some disagreement.  Yet, I agree with Richard Rorty who says that Lyotard is to a certain extent dogmatically leftist: 

Lyotard unfortunately retains one of the Left’s silliest ideas-- that escaping from such institutions is automatically a good thing, because it insures that one will not be “used” by the evil forces which have “co-opted” these institutions.  Leftism of this sort necessarily devalues consensus and communication, for insofar as the intellectual remains able to talk to people outside the avante-garde she “compromise” herself.

Rorty, as Derrida, is concerned with dialogue and consensus.  Solidarity is necessary for discussion, whether it is acknowledged or not.  Lyotard appears skittish about hegemonic power that he leaves us with little in the way of a constructive possibility for discourse and consensus on at least very basic issues.  This is the fundamental truth which philosophers from Socrates to Derrida and Rorty usually acknowledge-- we have to have some hope, some sort of an ideal, of an up-ahead-something  (to be as ambiguous as possible) which we are seeking after.  Otherwise, why to we continue?  Knowledge, as Aristotle says, is of the universal and general.  Insofar as we look for principles and are concerned with community consensus and support, we maintain at the very least a regulative or formal notion of an ideal. 
At the descriptive level, Lyotard merely observes a widespread skepticism toward these stories and the self-legitimizing project which gives rise to them, defining the postmodern condition in terms of this incredulity. At the critical level, he sides with the unbelievers who remain outside the temples of Spirit and the Revolution, and not just by describing them as the shrines of unkept promises. The Enlightenment project has not just been unsuccessful; it is inherently illegitimate.

Now Christianity is a metanarrative if all that is needed is to be a grand narrative. But we have also seen that Lyotard defines metanarrative much more specifically. What we now need to see is how Christian thought is not a metanarrative in his sense (and is thus, to that degree, “postmodern”).

In the first place, the big Christian story that begins with “Let there be light” and ends with the “Hallelujah Chorus” under the baton of the angel Gabriel is not a metanarrative. The recital of the Heilsgeschichte belongs to first order Christian discourse. It is kerygma, not apologetics.

Secondly, it has its origin in revelation, not in philosophy, and especially not in modem philosophy, grounded in the autonomy of the human subject, whether that be the individual as knower (Descartes’ ego cogito), the individual as bearer of inalienable rights (Locke, Jefferson), or modern humanity collectively as the fulfillment of history (Hegel, Marx, popular American self-consciousness as the city set on a hill). Modernity, not just willing to justify itself but eager to do so, is Plato’s dialogue of the soul with itself given outward, world-historical form. Modern, western humanity talks (as philosophy) with itself (as science, technology, and the state), telling itself the stories that will enable it to sleep soundly (and conquer without qualm) in the serene assurance of being the ultimate embodiment of both truth and justice. Christianity has at least as good grounds as Lyotard to be skeptical and suspicious.

Thirdly, a point implicit in both of the previous points. Originating in biblical revelation rather than in modern philosophy and belonging to kerygma rather than to apologetics, the Christian story legitimizes only one kingdom, the Kingdom of God. In the process it delegitimizes every human kingdom, including democratic capitalism and the Christian church, just to the degree that they are not the full embodiment of God’s Kingdom. Modernity’s metanarratives legitimize “us,” the Christian narrative places “us” under judgment as well. In knowing how the story ends we do not know which aspects of our work will be burned as wood, hay, and stubble.

Christianity is not Lyotard’s target. Nor is it inherently the kind of story he criticizes. But once again it does not follow that we are immune from his critique. On the contrary, just to the degree that he echoes the prophetic strand of biblical revelation, he becomes good Lenten reading for us. He reminds us that we are in danger, by our own criteria, whenever we become too eager to justify ourselves, either by turning to a philosophical apologetics to prove that we are the bearers of the truth or by telling the Christian story in such a way as to privilege our practices with a divine sanction that renders them immune to sober(ing) criticism. Our knowledge about how the story ends provides no guarantees that out own theories and practices will not need to be significantly overthrown in order to prepare a highway for our God.

Lyotard’s critique also warns us against what we might call Christian totalizing. This can happen when we wed ourselves too tightly to western modernity and its totalizing tendencies in the era of its global hegemony. In its quest for universal peace and happiness, modernity has conceived its goal as an essentially homogenized humanity. As science it has sought to suppress conceptual difference; and as either capitalism or communism, it has sought to suppress social difference. But even if we do not identify the Kingdom with science and technology, democracy and capitalism, totalizing happens whenever we assume, however unconsciously, that when the roll is called up yonder, those who come from every tribe and nation will first have to be homogenized so as to be more or less indistinguishable from ourselves.

RORTY: There is no truth, there are only instrumental ends.

In the majority of evangelical attacks on postmodernism, we find Richard Rorty is set up as the guilty culprit, so it is probably a good idea that we investigate his thought.  Rorty is an American philosopher.  He started off as an analytic philosopher and later became interested in Nietzsche and Heidegger.   


Rorty is a neo-pragmatist.  Pragmatism says that “true” is a name we give to statements which work.  So when I have a scientific hypothesis, for example, about something that happened, then I want that hypothesis to be at telling me what will happen in the future.  I would call this hypothesis true if it is successful at telling me what will happen in the future.  I would call it false if it was not so good at projecting an accurate outcome.  If the hypothesis functions well, then we call it true. If the theory perpetually fails, then I call it false.  So the primary condition for calling a statement true is that it functions well, works, or helps me.  Williams James, an early pragmatist, used to  refer to this as the cash-value of a theory.  Dewey, another pragmatist, claimed that philosophy had wasted its resources pursuing stupid irrelevant questions, and instead it should pursue questions with real instrumental value.  Rorty falls into this tradition which is concerned primarily with action—what will bring about the best results. 


So far, all of this might seem like common sense—it might seem like a good idea—make philosophy practical, make philosophy useful.  But one of the more radical claims that Rorty makes is that the notion of truth itself is not useful or necessary.  Traditionally, philosophers have thought that a statement is true if it corresponds to reality.  In other words, when I say that the car is blue, that statement is true, only if the car is in reality blue.   In other words, there is reality, and then there is my opinion about that reality.  My view is not necessarily the way that things are.  Sometimes I have opinions that I am pretty sure about—like the belief that I had breakfast, or that I am writing.  But of course I may be wrong—I might be in a Truman show mirage.  I might be wrong about certain things.  So there is this difference between reality as it is and reality as I see it.


But if a true statement is one which I believe and which corresponds to reality, how would I escape my viewpoint to check to see if my viewpoint corresponds to reality?  That is the difficult issue for Rorty.  Of course I could   cross-check my view against other people’s viewpoints, but this doesn’t really break the veil.    Do humans see the world the way the world really is?  Some throughout the history of philosophy have said we cannot know, and they have become skeptics.  Rorty is different.  Rorty says, “I can’t know what reality is apart from the way I see it, and so I won’t worry about it—what is the point anyway?”  You see, for Rorty, it is a waste of time to pursue this ultra-reality.  

How would I get to this ultra-reality anyway?  The correspondence theory of truth is a waste of time, according to Rorty, because it sets as our standard of truth a standard which we could never realize anyway.  That would leave us in a pickle.  But Rorty thinks that we can simply drop that standard altogether and be just fine.  Instead, the smarter plan is to just go with what works.  If I have a theory that I am the emporer of China, I would likely soon run into trouble—people would worship me as a God, wouldn’t obey my commands, etc.


Rorty says that all I need to know is whether it works or not—I don’t need to know if it is true or not.  Some might say that something is true if it is true to God—but how would you ever know what it is for something to be true to God?  Do we think just like God?  Christians would have to say no—I don’t know who would say yes . . . at best, God thinks kind of like us.  Christians don’t think we will become like God in heaven (Mormons do, but they aren’t technically Christians).  Christian doctrine does not support the view that we become omniscient in Heaven—all knowing, etc.  So the strange thing then is that we sometimes seem to have adopted as our standard of knowledge something which we can never attain, which would leave us necessarily as failures—in the mire of skepticism.  


For Rorty it makes no sense to say that God is our standard for knowledge.  Plato seemed to think this—that we were pursuing the pure ideas which Augustine later thought were the thoughts of God. But this seems to gloss over the potentially radical differences between God and humans.  When God sees a car, or a person, or the sun, does God see it like I do?  Does God perceive similarly?  It seems that God would perceive things radically differently from us—God could see right through it with x-ray vision, God could see it from all angles at once, could see the sun from inside the sun, God could see flowers on earth from Pluto—maybe God sees spiritual forms in the world invisible to us, etc etc.  But why would we make then, as our standard, the way God sees things?  Why say that when our thinking matches up to the way God sees things, then it is true?  That seems to  make truth inaccessible to us, because it presupposed a God-like knowledge.  Why would I want as my standard something which doesn’t correlate to me?  Rorty thinks it would be better to just stop talking about truth, because it is unnecessary.  If I have a statement which seems to work well in my situation, how does it add to it to say “and its true also”?  It would be like saying “this  statement fits all of my experiences and helps explain the world more completely—and oh, by the way, space aliens also think that it is the case”—as though this bit of information helps somehow to strengthen my claim about the statement.  Rorty just wants to say “it is correct, it is helpful” or “this is the case”.  Usually in common speech we don’t say things like “Its true that the phone is ringing” or “It is true that you look beautiful tonight”—one might say this is because we just talk shorthand, and when we say things like “the phone is ringing” we of course mean that ‘it is true that the phone is ringing”  But maybe when I say ‘the phone is ringing’ what I am really doing is more about 1. explaining my experience of ringing noises in my ear and 2. trying to get someone to answer the phone.  When you look at it that way, is seems like I am not really saying much at all about the way things look to God.    Even if I could make any sense of this notion of statements being true, its useless.


One might here respond to Rorty by asking the question—useful to who??  To whom does the statement need to be useful?  What if it is useful to Nazi’s to believe that Jews should be exterminated?  


Truth comes about through solidarity.  We come to conclusions as community often—where should we eat?  Who is the best president or general education program for us at this point?  What is the best way to get downtown this time of day?  Should I marry this woman or not?  In these situations we discuss, dialogue, and interact with others hoping to find some wisdom we overlooked in order to come to the best conclusion.  Eventually we come to conclusions.  Of course there are some questions which we have less luck getting to unified conclusions—like abortion, and other touchy issues.  Some groups come to solidarity about the truth, and they compete with those on the opposite side of the issue, hoping to win the debate.  This is the ongoing pursuit of winning the discussion and persuading the other side to accept your opinion.  At miminum, each side tries to at least maintain the right to hold its opinion, and we preserve this right through the democratic liberalism of the west.  


What many would call ‘seeking the truth’ Rorty sees to be an ongoing dialogue of back and forth in which we try to win others over.  Dialect and practice are the basis of our determination of what we will call ‘true’ and ‘false’ and naming things as ‘true’ and ‘false’ have practical effects as well.  

Reality as Narrative


Reality is what we call those things which fit into our narrative of the facts we see.  We weave disparate facts into a web narrative

Chapter 5: Why Pietists and Plantingians are 
Particularly Prone to Postmodernism
Pietism: Focus on inner life, Holy Living


Belief that our habits affect our heart, and our heart affects our knowing

Alvin Plantinga: Most important Christian Philosopher of the 20th century?


My grandma is justified in her beliefs, because they are properly basic.


Basic Beliefs:


Properly Basic Beliefs:

BUT: Sometimes people who hear what plantinga says think it may just lead to a relativism, or a reaffirmation of non-intellectualism or antirationalism

Neither Pietism nor Plantinga's Reformed Epistemology are postmodern, although they do share some things in common with postmodernism, and that's part of what interests us here.

Finitude, Subjectivity, Sin: Three limits to our knowledge.

But Christians do believe there is a truth, a story which is right. 

Fidiesm------------------Experientialism------------------------------Evidentialism

Appeal to properly basic beliefs.  

"Dangerous Postmodernism in the Church"

--Experiential focus at expense of content/doctrine

--Lack of concern with uniqueness of Christ

--Loss of view of the sovereignty of God

--Mistake the traditional openness on certain issues for relativism

"Dangerous responses to postmodernism"

--Critique of experiential factors

--Loss of genuine spiritual devotion for sake of strict doctrine

--Mistake the traditional openness on certain issues for relativism 

"Church Assets to Help Attract Postmoderns"

--Flannelgraph & Icons

--Narrative Account which helps give fruitful wholistic account

--Pragmatic approach which appeals to common sense/sentiment

--Openness on non-essential issues

--Music

--Holy Spirit

--Authentic existence through life of repentence/grace

--Acceptance with real boundaries 

Derrida's critique does focus on the limits of the individual and the importance of openness to others.  But Derrida doesn't think, for example, that the "real meaning" of the text  is unavailable simply because of our finiteness or the richness of the text, rather, it is because structurally, we can't say that there is a meaning, and in fact, there is implication that there is no meaning possible to find, at least not as we know or as texts actually exist.
  This leaves us quite a ways short of existentially appropriating the absurd in faith.  In fact, Derrida often seems positively formal.  Additionally, Derrida's deconstruction does not necessarily exclude God, but it is certainly not theistic.  It may be true, as Westphal has said, that Derrida bases his deconstruction on the assumption that God isn't, and Westphal is quite right to say that "there is all the difference in the world between saying, 'There is no God, so I am not God,' and saying 'There is a God, so I am not God."
  If Derrida makes the first move, Kierkegaard definitely makes the second.  Of course the atheist and the believer both share the sense of unknowing about the future which all humans struggle with.  Derrida, like Abraham, doesn't know where he is going, but he goes.  Only he who does not know where he is going will get to the promised land.  Derrida is confronted with a seemingly impossible task of finding Justice, Friendship, faith or gift, and he finds himself being able to do nothing more than deconstruction, making way for the marginalized and left-out fragments.  But that isn’t much of a messiah.   

Kierkegaard calls upon one in this same situation as Derrida-- the situation we are in ourselves-- not knowing exactly where we are going-- and suggests a commitment to something considered absurd.  We are called to existentially appropriate the objective uncertainty tainted with absurdity (and close-mindedness).  This leap of faith, of inward (and then outward) appropriation is as radical an alternative to Derrida as Kierkegaard was to Hegelianism in his day, because the real crux comes at the point of making the leap, and secular philosophers like Derrida can never make that leap, no matter how modest they are..

The main difference between the point of religious deconstruction, as opposed to a-religious deconstruction seems to be the difference between humility and modesty.  The a-religious deconstruction promotes modesty-- in hopes that one won’t make mistakes.  The religious point of deconstruction is to bring about more than modesty-- humility is not a desire to avoid mistake, but requires a certain bowing of the knee.  Job is not taught to be modest by the whirlwind--he is taught to worship God-- and that is the intent of religious deconstruction, as opposed to the a-religious deconstruction which brings about modesty, but not humility and worship.

6. What to Learn from Postmodernism


Kierkegaard made Christianity hard, in order to protect it from Christians.  In doing so, he is in a long tradition.  It seems that Paul and Christ and God could be seen to be the primary instigators of  deconstruction in the Judeo-Christian Tradition (although not in that order). 

Kierkegaard reminds us of Job.  Job was deconstructed by Jehovah himself.  After having his life's possessions taken away from him, having his understandings and conceptions of God completely crushed, Job has no more grand ideas of God, but he has instead reverence.  He says to God,

I know that you can do all things; no plan of yours can be thwarted. . . Surely I spoke of things I did not understand, things too wonderful for me to know. . . My ears had heard of you, but now my eyes have seen you.  Therefore I despise myself and repent in dust and ashes. (Job 42:2-6) 

Job says he has seen, but he realizes now that he cannot know what he thought he knew.  Job has come to realize that he cannot understand God, and in this, he has come to revere God all the more.  His comforts, hopes, and treasures taken away, his lifestyle and world view complicated and crushed beyond recognition, he has been broken, and now in deepest  inwardness has a renewed faith.

Kierkegaard also reminds us of Paul.  Paul encourages us to hold our beliefs with a certain amount of caution, a suspicion.  The Biblical concept that we are fallen people, living in a fallen world, should lead naturally to a living with a degree of suspiciousness about ourselves and our cognitive capabilities.  This Pauline concept of noetic sin does not cast us into relativism or skepticism though.  There is a great deal of difference between suspicion and skepticism.  One can be a suspicious believer, believing that one is correct, although remembering one's subjectivity and the fallen state of one's epistemic capabilities all the time.  As a believer in suspicion, I can believe that there is an Other which I am in constant seeking for, yet I do not want to follow false traces of the Other.  Yet I do believe that there is a truth to come to find, and I want as clear a view of it as possible.  This is not a skepticism, in fact, this is not a seeking to annihilate the others and Other, but a radical hypersensitivity to what we will delimit as the "Other."   But always, we realize that we continually deceive ourselves, and our only way out is grace.  For Paul, it is mandatory that we always remember that "All have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God" and in the same vein Kierkegaard tells us that

In the totality of guilt-consciousness, existence asserts itself as strongly as possible within immanence, but the consciousness of sin is the break. . . the consciousness of sin, however, is a change of the subject himself. . . In the consciousness of sin, the individual becomes aware  of himself in his difference from the universally human. . . (CUP, 583-84)

Both Paul and Kierkegaard emphasize sin in order to point out the need for repentance which is the existential breaking point, the necessary leap. In this sense, Paul and Kierkegaard are partners in deconstruction.

Paul brings us the negative, the suspicious eye, the limiting of our selves which in turn keeps us more open to the Other.  Christ brings a more positive deconstructive posture.  Christ was said by Clement of Alexandria to be the greatest of all philosophers.
  I would alter this to say that perhaps Christ was the greatest of all philosophers of deconstruction.   He wants us open to the other, but he emphasizes not only repentance but the omnipotence of God.  We should be open to the God not just because we are limited, but because God isn't limited: "For God, all things are possible."  Christ did violently (and physically) deconstruct the false limitations of the "Other" as he overturned the moneychangers tables at the temple, and as he says strange things like that the poor in spirit are blessed; but he brings a different sort of deconstruction as he opens up new paths, revealing new traces of the "Other" as he shows the full abundance and provision of God by turning the few loaves to many, as he brings the fullness of God's justice to cripples on the Sabbath, as he dies like a thief, yet brings the ultimate victory through that apparently helpless failure.  For God, all things are possible, and so we must not close off the various traces of  the Other available to us in the strange alternative "others"-- the prostitutes, tax gatherers and peasant fishermen; or in the "other" ways of doing-- life through death, joy through suffering, peace through a shaking of our foundations.  Kierkegaard achieves this shake-up as well through his own deconstructive apologetics.  Jesus was interested in reintroducing God's people to God, and "Kierkegaard's writings are devoted to a corrective task, that of reintroducing Christianity to Christendom."

So we have in Job's story an example of God himself throwing a man's life into total confusion and disarray, so that he may really know God and get beyond his concepts and constructs; in Paul the negative critique of our tendency to want to cut off the alternate traces of the Other, and we have in Christ the more positive move to open up to new traces of the other in all the least expected places-- poverty, infirmity, oppression, injustice, corruption.  Paul wants to keep us from shutting ourselves off from the Other, Christ is opening up gapping new places through which to find the Other, and all of this is part of the "absurd" will of God to make us lose ourselves, so that we can find him.

Religiously deconstructive apologetics is hyper-sensitive about God, about trying to not let God be "penned in," about making sure that anthropocentric viewpoints of our own are not packaged up as being the "sole truth of God."  Doubtless, the life of faith must be made up of decisions, solid decisions which we make to follow a particular course, a particular directive, a particular truth or set of truths, but without there being an awareness of the tension in the situation where the decision is made--without the fear and trembling-- it may be that one doesn't walk in faith at all, but merely in arrogance.  Deconstruction opens up the possibility of faith inasmuch as it points out the tentativeness and even absurdity of the situation, the darkness in which the decision is made, the silence of God, the lack of absolute proofs for our faith.  Faith is radicalized, and so, made possible, when it comes in the wake of the deconstructive move. 

2. The Contemporary Religious Value of Kierkegaard's Deconstructive Apologetics

Kierkegaard not only follows in a tradition of what might be considered a deconstructive apologetic for the faith against believers, he also offers us, 150 years later, something much-needed.  Contemporary conservative Christianity, much like Danish Christianity, has focused almost exclusively on the cognitive aspect of faith.  Having evidence that demands our belief, making verbal contracts with God like mortgage agreements, obtaining the essential principles of God, delimiting and narrowing the scope of Christian traditions, and in other ways humanly determining the bounds of our religiousness and holiness, as well as the power and influence of God, the "Other."   We should never minimize the wonderful  work that Christian philosophers and apologists have done in the last thirty years, making “philosophy of religion” into a legitimate philosophical field, rather than an oxymoron in the eyes of professional philosophy.  However, we must also never loose sight that Christianity is not merely objective facts, for it is a subjective endeavor, and an endeavor taken up by finite and fallen subjects.   

We often sacralize non-sacred practices and beliefs.  We subtly attribute to God characteristics and habits, likes and dislikes which we ourselves have.  Our personal habits, political beliefs, and world views are sanctified as God's will in our own prideful minds.  There is a deification of our mores and habits.  A deconstructive Christianity audits all tradition,  all practices, all beliefs, not in order to destroy, but to quit calling "Godly" those things which are merely personal preferences.  When personal prejudices get sacralized, marginalization begins to occur and already there is a closing to others, and ultimately a cutting off, a "boxing in" of God.  God’s apparently rough edges are taken off, and some of the less clear and more complex areas are given a good wax, a simplification, so that there won't be any need for "stumbling in the dark."   

Kierkegaard has criticized some of our religious assumptions, and left us with "the objective uncertainty with the repulsion of the absurd, held fast in the passion of inwardness, which is the relation of inwardness intensified to its highest"-- namely, Faith.  Kierkegaard advocates a life of ongoing striving and repentance, living as subjects incomplete with a fragmented understanding of the world, but seeking always to practically appropriate the apparent "absurdity" of  our relationship with God in our day-to-day lives.   Why am I able to have relationship with God through his son who is fully man and fully God?  This is a question which baffles our intellect, yet this relationship made possible by way of the mystery of Christ is the basis and foundation of hope for all of us who call ourselves Christians.  Authentic faith will not avoid that mystery, but personally accepts it, with a wide-eyed commitment in full awareness that it looks absurd.  

� Some attempts have been made by Christian philosophers to welcome the insights of what I am calling the "critical philosophers."  Merold Westphal, for example, has written a book entitled Suspicion and Faith: The Religious uses of Modern Atheism, which is an attempt at critical self-reflection upon our sometimes idolatrous religiosity by meditating on the critical insights of Marx, Nietzsche, and Freud, three of the best-known atheists of all time.�  He has also written many articles about the religious significance of Levinas.�  Paul Ricouer (U. of Chicago) has also done religious work in relation to Marx, Freud and Nietzsche.  James Marsh (Fordham) is a Christian Marxist, Galen Johnson (U. Rhode Island) has done work regarding Nietzsche and Christianity�, John D. Caputo (Villanova) has written on Derrida and Christian thought� and there are others as well.
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Appendix A


Some Questions and Answers





Is postmodernism anti-christian?


I think the real question here is, is postmodern thought fully compatible with Christianity.   


Isn’t postmodernism relativistic?


Is Postmodernism passé and irrelevant?


Is postmodernism Frivilous?


Why should Christians be interested in Postmodernism?


What is a postmodern church?


How will postmodernism affect my Bible reading?


How will postmodern insights affect my way of looking at God?


How will postmodern insights affect my way of talking to people about God?


Will adopting postmodern insights make me less morally committed?


Is it possible to have real strong faith if one accepts certain postmodern insights?


Is postmodernism part of modernity, or against it?


Doesn’t postmodernism deny truth?


Doesn’t postmodernism pander to non-rational emotional 


Isn’t Postmodernism against reason and common sense


Isn’t Postmodernism atheistic?


Isn’t postmodernism pluralistic?


Doesn’t postmodernism deny that anyone is wrong


Is it true that PM is a French Jewish phenomenon?


What are the historical origins of postmodernism?


Don’t you think that postmodernism means so many things that it is a meaningless term?








Conclusions
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�.John Caputo gives us an outline of a few important points at the end of his article The Good News in his Conclusion: Toward a Christian Deconstruction:  "...deconstruction...has important bearings upon the self-understanding of Christian faith."


The five points are:


   1. It helps...to cultivate a nuanced sense both of the alterity of God and of the impossibility of treating God as absolutely other;


   2. and it refocuses Christian ethics on the ethics of the other, the lame and the leper, the widow the orphan and the stranger.


   3. Deconstruction can also play an important role in delimiting the institutional power that Christianity has accumulated and in sensitizing Christianity to the victims of that power, to women and the Jews, e.g., to its almost structural anti-Semitism, anti-feminism and Eurocentrism.


   4. Deconstruction can awaken Christianity to the deeply historical and textual character of the sacred scriptures themselves and to the contingency of dogmatic formulations that have evolved in the tradition, of the voices that are silenced in and by the tradition, producing thereby the illusion of  the tradition.


  5. Deconstruction can sensitize Christianity to the other of Christianity, not only to the other Christianities within Christianity which it silences, but also to the equipriordality of religious experiences outside of the Christian confessions Deconstruction in the Judeo-Christian Tradition


He concludes his essay: "The deconstruction of Christianity eventuates in a Christian deconstruction.  That is not a destruction of Christianity but a radical pluralizing and opening up of the many Christianities that are possible.  Christian deconstruction would represent not a destructive diluting of Christianity but rather the most rigorous loyalty to the oldest Christian example of all, to the One Who did not hesitate to deconstruct the law of the sabbath in name of divine justice or to sit down to dinner with sinners and the outcast.  A Christian deconstruction would not amount to a negative destruction of Christian faith and tradition but to the most radical allegiance to a certain rabboni who was, to the scandal of all, a teacher of alterity, who to everyone's consternation kept spreading the good news about alterity.   Usque ad mortem." 
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