Postmodern Belief:

 Faith in Footsteps, or Footsteps in Faith?
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Preamble: Words of Thanks
My thanks to Dorothy (Lee) for her introduction: my former teacher in Biblical studies. Thanks to Robin (Koning), who has just spoken: I didn’t ask for his talk before the lecture, on the principle that it was better to remain ignorant and fear the inadequacy of my offering in comparison to his, than to read the talk and confirm all doubt. 

Donning my Principal’s hat for a moment. I want as we proceed with this final lecture to thank Bill Uren, Margaret Manion, Shaun Burke, and Newman College as a whole, for the marvellous cooperation we’ve received from them over these seven Jubilee lectures, jointly sponsored by Jesuit Theological College and Newman College. These talks renew a relationship we had some time ago, when extension lectures were delivered in the Kenny Lounge, and Jesuits such as Bill Daniel, Arnold Hogan and I think Bill Uren himself, spoke on Canon Law, Moral theology and Philosophy. This time around, the hospitality has been as exemplary: this excellent venue, the wine and cheese beforehand, and most importantly, the faculty who have contributed: Peter Steele and Richard Leonard, and all who have chaired, and moved votes of thanks. I realize that these lectures are only part of a vibrant lecture life here, connected to the Academic Centre, and bringing the riches of Christian, Catholic and secular intellectual life to the student community and wider audiences. Long may it continue, and JTC is delighted to be part of it. I want also to pay tribute to the United Faculty of Theology – the institution which is the lifeblood of JTC, and which has provided a distinct, rigorous, and thoroughly ecumenical environment in which Robin and myself, and so many others, have learned how to think in the light of the Gospels about God and our fellow humans. And those thanks are extended to the Melbourne College of Divinity, which, since 1911, has enacted In Melbourne an ecumenical vision, for the sake of the Christian church. 

 Postmodern Belief: Faith in Footsteps, or Footsteps in Faith?

So to my topic today, which concerns itself, philosophically, with the selves we are, and the selves of faith we’d like to be. I recall as I begin the story of a billboard, advertising London’s premier newspaper, in the right light thus: 80% of Bishops take the Times. To which someone had added: “The other 20 % buy it!” Well, bishops or not, perhaps there is always room for an exploration, by persons who claim faith, to as what constitutes our selfhood as persons of faith.

I want in this talk modestly to put forward some philosophical developments in the account of the self since Martin Heidegger. These developments do not fully restore the substantiality of the self which we had, effectively, from Plato till Immanuel Kant, that is until modernity (in philosophical terms). But they do provide a hope for addressing our postmodern condition – consciousness of change, suspicion of centres and absolutes, awareness of multiplicity of perspectives and the right of the “other.” 

I say “modestly,” because I prescind, until the end of the talk, from theology, and accounts of the self which begin with a formed presumption of the Divine presence and influence.

To begin with, I mention in a very, very brief potted history, what happens to substantiality of the self — self, here, more or less coterminous with the soul — in the history of philosophy. From Plato in the 4th century BC, through the medievals, to Descartes in the 17th Century AD, the soul or self is effectively a substance – a separably existing entity, addressable by the divine, capable of taking on qualities, separable from the body.  Descartes, as it were, brings the self to the height of its substantiality, by declaring famously that the “I am” is the one thing which I can be certain exists, or has being. 

Is the self substantial? David Hume objects to the effect that a substance must be perceivable, and the self is not. Immanuel Kant replies that the self, as such, is not substantial; it is not what can be perceived, but always, always, what is doing the knowing that works on perceptions. The self is simply a unity that is the condition of my knowing anything at all. Under Kant’s description, the self becomes hollow – the name of a mere function by means of which perceptions are put together, and experience is processed. So the self — as subject, as substance — is lost, and there it remains to this day — as a function, available to philosophers, psychologists, and psychiatrists in this life, and, as soul, to theologians, in respect of the life to follow.

Various philosophers and schools since Kant have sought to recover, or at least re-investigate, the substantiality of the self.  Here I must pass lightly, and again with apologies, over idealists, led by Hegel, and phenomenologists, led by Husserl. I want to come to Martin Heidegger, the mid 20th Century phenomenological existentialist. Despite himself, I think, Heidegger, when giving an account of the human being as knower, erects a self that has some substantiality and self-certainty, a self that the modern can run with, because it foregrounds that perennial of human concerns — death.  I think that, with some adjustments supplied by Jacques Derrida, and which I myself want to fine tune, Heidegger’s account takes us in the direction of a post-modern self, neither substantial nor lost, but somewhere in between, a self which I call a self-in-loss. And with some reflections from John D. Caputo (formerly of Villanova University, now at Syracuse, New York), I think this self-in-loss can be described so as to make it reflective of the way in you and I want to hold our Christian lives and allegiances.

So let me go to Heidegger, writing in his pathfinding work  Being and Time, in 1927.  Heidegger’s work does not, at least initially, go in the direction of restoring the substantial self lost since Kant. Heidegger sees things much as did his phenomenologist predecessors: our “selves”, which we might be tempted to think we know subjectively, are still known in the way objects are known, if more intimately, because we are closer to them.  The self which does the knowing, and is formally far from being an object, or an “I” in the Cartesian substantial sense, Heidegger designates as something else. He focusses, not on the boundaries that designate selfhood, and give distinction from other selves, but on the type of being that the knowing agent possesses, in common with other intelligent, or human, being. He calls this being Dasein — there-being, or being-there (made famous by Peter Sellers in the movie of that name).  Dasein is the being you or I have, and which is, uniquely, open to other being and to its own being – open to understanding, or grasping, being, the existence of things. All Being is Being-in-the-World. Alone within this, Dasein is Being which understands. Dasein is not, at least initially, a self – it is more a point, or set of points, at which Being in general – the being linking all beings (from plants to animals to steamships to humanly made objects) becomes transparent to itself.

I think Heidegger’s account of human being in these terms as Dasein is, by-and-large persuasive. It has particular importance for the way we see ourselves as part of all being. Dasein itself is, not primarily an individual, but a function, shared with other centres of Dasein, for interpreting, caring for and, where appropriate, using other being on the planet. Then interesting thing is that Heidegger goes on to identify the capacity for (or dimension of) uniqueness in the structure of Dasein that bids to make Dasein, after all, a self, an “I” that, despite Heidegger, is genuinely subjective. 

For Heidegger the way in which uniqueness is writ into the structure of Dasein involves Dasein’s existential awareness of Death. Heidegger’s account of what death does for Dasein occurs within, and culminates, a general description of what is defining of Dasein. Dasein is a being of possibility — in no other type of being does the future, as a horizon possibilities, so determine Dasein’s awareness of the now. Think of what an expansion of your future (say a job offer) does for your present; think likewise, of how a foreclosure of the future, by way of say, a negative medical prognosis, colours the meaning of the now. For any human being, to have possibilities is to have a now.  And, in a real sense, the possibilities one has comprise what one is now, in a way that is distinctive, definitive of human being as Dasein. Of course it is because these possibilities can be realized as actualities — they can actually occur — that they become part of Dasein’s present, an anticipation that is part of present reality. 

Now, within this structure of possibility-actuality, it is a particular future event, death, that is most significant, and reaches most decisively into every present of Dasein. Death comes to every human, as an  inescapable possibility. And more, because Dasein knows that it will die,  death is part of the existential structure of Dasein. And even further, it is in virtue of death, that Dasein becomes, as it were, individuated.  I might otherwise be Dasein undifferentiated from other Dasein, but my death is my own: no one can die for me (even if someone dies in my stead in a particular circumstance, this still leaves me to die my own death, later). 

Heidegger picks up this mineness of death, and the experience of it, as utterly distinguishing Dasein from other types of being. Were it not for Death, how utterly different life would be, and how utterly different would be Dasein’s self-understanding. Death puts a limit on Dasein’s openness to being, by becoming a horizon to such openness. And this death is not, of course, a cessation marking Dasein’s future. No: the whole point is that the knowledge “my death”, and its inescapability, marks each Dasein’s present, as an awareness that is with it every moment of life on one level or another.

 Much more could be said on this. Suffice it to say that death, for Heidegger – and I find it hard to disagree — marks Dasein’s ownmost possibility. It is also, I think — though Heidegger does not explore this in any detail — what bids to make Dasein a self, unique and bounded, rather than a undifferentiated function of knowing. With due deference to preservation of the difference between Dasein and any objective “ego”, one can speak, I think, of a Dasein​​​-self : bounded (as self should be), unique (as a self should be), available to itself as at least this sense of boundedness and uniqueness.

But does death define Dasein, and if so, has Heidegger managed to get right, not only the fact of this defining, but also its mode? Some further probing, courtesy of Jacques Derrida, points out that Heidegger’s analysis, if scrutinized, takes us to a different destination than Heidegger intended. Heidegger calls death Dasein’s ownmost possibility, but also observes, seemingly accurately enough, that this is none other than a “possibility of impossibility”. One interpretation of this is that Dasein experiences death, or its prospect, as the possibility that it itself, and its acts of understanding, will no longer be possible in the future. But another, darker interpretation, is that, because of that terminated future, and the way in which its prospect reaches into and disturbs every present moment, the impossibility of existence is written into Dasein’s now. If this is the case, we have, as Derrida typically points out, no less than possibility as impossibility — Death as Dasein’s ownmost possibility which is also Dasein’s ownmost impossibility.

Possibility as impossibility? Derrida takes advantage of this demonstrated impasse (or aporia, a philosophical term used since Aristotle to decribe certain logical dead-ends) in Heidegger’s description, to look again at how death actually comes to Dasein. How does Death arrive for any of us? Derrida says that death as arrives as absolute arrivant (arrival or guest), one that has not crossed borders to arrive, but has always already arrived, and so does not reinforce the identity of the host as welcomer. Death, both as real and as anticipation within the psyche, comes on its own terms.

 I think that this also leads us to look more closely at the possibility-actuality framework upon which, in Heidegger’s reading, Dasein’s self-recognition relies. In strict terms, as has been pointed out by philosophers from the earliest, I can have the experience of dying, but not of death itself. That is “death itself” as an experience, is not something Dasein will have, because when death occurs, Dasein will be non-existent. In this sense, death, Dasein’s ownmost possibility, that which dominates its self-recognition, is not part of a possibility-actuality framework at all – Dasein will anticipate death, but never experience it.

 I think this observation, added to Derrida’s, collapses the possibility-actuality framework in respect of Dasein. And I think this is borne out in the sense each of us has that we are more than, and other than, the plans we have and which, fulfilled or not fulfilled, shape our expectation. And this is not just because so much of life is aleatory, determined by pure chance, or in defiance of expectations, so that, as the saying goes, life is what happened while you were making other plans. It is because death has incurred as death, a mysterious and omnipresent visitor, rather than as a feature in a map of self-discovery.  Dasein now remains, not as a self certain of itself in its capacity to grasp death as its ownmost possibility, but rather as self not in possession or grasp of itself, because death, though it can never as such be part of Dasein’s consciousness, has, somehow, always already become part of that consciousness.

 I call this self the self-in-loss. Derrida, as far as I can see, refuses to characterise it as a self at all, insofar as such a self could be counted as a subject. But to my reading, it is not necessary to ignore the possibilities of identity and selfhood that the reality of death brings to Dasein as its ownmost possibility. It is necessary merely to recognize that those possibilities give us a subject somewhere in between what modernity has proposed – a subject in full self-possession — and, on the other hand, what postmodernity would have in replacement – a lost subject. The self-in-loss is a self eroded structurally not only by death, but by that for which death stands, and which Derrida himself has constantly explored:  the traces, within the self, of the other – that which is always already foreign to the self, dissipating, eroding its self-certainty. 

Let me end by drawing some conclusions, in respect of this self-in-loss, and the self of faith. Unlike the self-certain self of modernity, the self-in-loss exists in the recognition that the present and future that define it are not its own to master. In fact, it seems to me that, to exist as such, in fullness, to “become what it is” (to paraphrase Augustine), the self-in-loss must welcome loss and not resist it. It must welcome an incursion (of the other of such), which for the self-certain self, would be anathema. It must welcome the gift of death, as having been given always and already, to extrude in the self the loss that is part of being self. More than anything, it must welcome the future as future: as — to paraphrase John Caputo — that which breaks in upon us from outside our present and its tame counterpart, the future as foreseeability.  Caputo calls this the “impossible” future, and for him, a faith attitude is intrinsically bound with saying “Yes” to this impossible future, offered by the divine.  There are of course, echoes here in scripture, and the whole history of the tradition, so perhaps taking this path involves not merely footsteps in faith, but faith in footsteps.

And if we are selves-in-loss, what happens to other subjects to which firmness of identity would seem a requisite: religions, institutions, doctrines? It would seem to me that an argument can be made, that what is gifted to us is gifted to them. In other words, there are the formulations by which we identify them, the possibilities for which they stand, and the boundaries they provide.  But if they too must be open to the arrival of a “radically future future”, corresponding to ours, and the death which this entails, then surely faith says that they too are subjects-in-loss, never gods in themselves, but always at the beckoning of the divine. So, irreformable formulations might be at the service of reformability, and other interpretations of tradition, likewise at the service of the Spirit. Human and non-human subjects alike resist loss, but what if loss is self-constitutive, and loss of life is its salvation, and what is more, the salvation of  others? 

There is a point in the synoptic Gospels where Jesus is mocked by bystanders, “He saved others, he could not save himself.” Meditating on this, one realizes that the mockery bespeaks the essence of the saviour’s gift to the world, and his example to us.  Jesus reached out to all at the cost of irreparable personal loss: he saved others to the point where he could not save himself. Surely this also the Church’s vocation, one of reaching out beyond its capacities, to people in need: to save others to the point where it cannot save itself, and God will save it, as the Father saved Jesus. What has never been our vocation, but remains a constant temptation, is the opposite: to save ourselves, to the point where we cannot save anyone else. May we resist that temptation, in becoming who we are. Footsteps are there to be taken, in a faith worth the name. Even as it beckoned the ancients, and the moderns, the Gospel beckons us.
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