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what i know of god is this:
that he has hands, for he touches me.
i can testify to nothing else...

milton acorn



For my Mother
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Forward

This present work is a theoretical study of the place of 
revelation in a Marcelian ontology, with particular attention 
given to Marcel's theories of incarnation and fidelity. I 
have also explored these themes aesthetically in a novel, a 
copy of which is available upon request.



Preface

Gabriel Marcel was, to use Theodor Adorno's phrase, an 
anti-intellectual intellectual. He rarely lectured, pre
ferring the life of the artist to that of the philosopher.
He eschewed systematics, and his most systematic work has 
been described as "a series of skilled improvisations". He 
is known chiefly for his philosophy, but he would rather have 
been known for his drama. He is considered a leading exponent 
of Christian existential ism, but fancied himself more as a 
contemplative neo-Socratic. Who is Marcel, and what do we 
gain from a study of his philosophical method, given that 
his play-writing and his music apparently gave him greater 
satisfaction?

Marcel was born in Paris in 1889, the son of a mid-level 
administrator of cultural affairs. Gabriel's mother died 
when he was 4 and was left to be raised by his aunt (whom 
his father married;. He writes that "it must be remembered 
that my whole childhood and probably my whole life has been 
overshadowed by the death of my mother", and that though he 
had few memories of her, she "remained present and mysteriously

3with me throughout my life". He writes that "there was a 
strange duality in my life between a being who had vanished



and another (who had not)...I believe now that this disparity, 
this hidden polarity between the seen and the unseen, has 
played a far greater part in my life and thought than any 
other influence which may be apparent in my writings".^ Both 
father and aunt were agnostics, and his earliest religious 
awareness was shaped by his sensitivity to the music of Bach.

Marcel graduated from the Sorbonne in 1909, and his dis
sertation on the metaphysics of Josiah Royce is still con
sidered to be one of the finest critical treatments of Royce's

5thought. Royce and F.H. Bradley were early influences on 
Marcel, and contributed to the idealism of his earliest 
philosophical work. During the first World War he worked 
for the Red Cross, answering family's inquiries over loved 
ones missing in action. This work, Kenneth Gallagher remarks, 
"brought painfully home to him the drama of human existence 
and the inability of abstract thought to make contact with 
that drama".̂

Marcel's mature philosophy can be understood as an attempt 
to describe contact with the drama of human existence. Be
cause the philosophical endeavour is necessarily abstract 
it cannot participate in the drama, and even as description 
it is fundamentally limited. Theory is important, but it is 
less than nothing for Marcel if it has no connection with 
life.

If Marcel's philosophy may be crudely pictured as the

i i i
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theoretical skeleton of his ouvré, then his plays must be 
considered the flesh. In his writing for the stage Marcel 
could far more easily describe the participatory meaning of 
existence, owing simply to the participatory nature of the 
theatre. Still, the stage is limited on account of its being 
a stage. Though the play may describe to some degree the 
drama of participation, it can quickly be reduced to a dis
engaging spectacle. Marcel considered music to be the most 
complete art form because he found it the most engaging.
Music engaged Marcel as a sort of ontological rumour, pointing 
to a certain harmonious participation which is realized only

7imperfectly in life.
There is I believe much gained from a study of Marcel's 

phi1osophica1 method. His theories of incarnation and par
ticipation hold interesting implications for a theory of 
revelation. That Marcel found greater satisfaction in his 
drama and his music should not surprise us, for they are both 
closer to a participatory existence than theory alone, and 
theory could only satisfy Marcel so long as it was concretizable.

Before turning to the theorist, a word from the dramatist. 
There is a scene in the first act of Marcel*s Ariadne which 
captures for me both the passion and the form of his concrete 
philosophy. In the scene Ariadne, who knows of Violetta's 
affair with her husband, kindly asks for lessons in music 
accompaniment :
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ARIADNE: Do you dislike the idea? You 
see. I’m in a state when I must have 
music again. I'm always very unhappy 
in Paris. I feel ill, and the little 
bit of energy I've managed to scrape 
together in the mountains soon fizzles 
away. And in some way music helps to 
revive me.
VIOLETTA: But can't you...
ARIADNE: Play alone? I can, of course, 
but it's not at all the same thing. To 
begin with, I get so discouraged by my 
wretched technique...And it's chamber 
music I love. Playing together is the 
most intoxicating thing I know... I used 
often to play sonatas up in the moun
tains with a friend, a young Hungarian. 
She died last autumn. It was a terrible 
loss for me. For weeks I haven't been 
able to open my piano...But I feel that 
with you - only with you - I should have 
the courage to begin again.
VIOLETTA: Why with me?
ARIADNE: I don't much like the word 
"intuition”. It's been too cheapened. 
But it's the only word for a kind of 
certainty which sometimes comes upon 
me, suddenly. It’s more than an idea.
I feel possessed.
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X - THE CONTOURS _ OF REFLECT X OIST

The Être/Avoir Split

In his introduction to the most systematic exposition 
of his thought, The Mystery of Being, Gabriel Marcel defines 
the philosopher as "the man who asks the true questions".
He goes on to write that "in order to pose the true questions
it is actually necessary to have an intuition, in advance,

2about what the true answers may be". Marcel intuits as a 
true answer the reality and significance of the transcendent 
to human affairs, which leads him on to ask his true question 
why is the human experience often so bereft of a transcen
dental consciousness?

This is where Marcel’s ontology is born : between the 
intuitive answer and the inductive question. The ontology 
of the mature Marcel respects this existential tension, and 
so discerns there to be two irreducible modalities of human 
experience; that of being and of having. The experience of
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reality from the perspective of the realm of being is chiefly
3to know 1ife as unity, gift and mystery. The vantage point 

proffered by the realm of having tends to present life as 
atomized, possessive and problematic, owing to its denial 
of that which Marcel considers to be the central datum of 
existence: our bodies (that is to say, our bodies understood 
as ourselves, and not as possessions captive for the uti1ity 
of "spirits” or "souls").  ̂The manner in which Marcel evaluates 
his being/having disjunction demonstrates his priority for 
the ontological over and against the instrumental.

Life, according to Marcel, can only be understood as a 
single, 1iving reality which partakes of both the being and 
the having modality. Though to 1ive I must have, there is 
finally no intrinsically good way in which I can possess or 
be possessed.̂  "I have" lacks the constitutive heart of 
"I am", and so is a characteristically alienating expression 
of 1ife in the world. In his Metaphysical Journal Marcel 
writes that

If I in cold blood divide myself 
up into 'parts’ I am bound to 
admit that I do not know whether 
or not these 'parts' can be sat
isfied when they are taken together.
These parts are 'they'; they are
in the third person, they are not

6me.



While the possessiveness which is natural to the having 
modality tends to lead towards "a kind of incomprehensib1e 
and intolerable slavery", "ontology itself is nothing if 
not a return to sources, and even to the sacred". Marcel's 
linkage of the ontic to the sacred means that the assertion 
"I am" implies both that I exist and that there is another 
greater than I for whom I exist. The more I am engaged in 
the being modality the closer I draw to the sacred. For 
Marcel, the authentic "I am" assertion is never made by a 
wholly autonomous ego. The authentic "I am" assertion always 
implies that somehow and to some degree "I am with" the 
sacred.

The experience of being is described by Marcel as "in
essence the feeling of resource"^ and of "fulness"^ ̂ , accom-

1 1panied often by joy or elation. The resource of being (which
in final analysis is the sacred) is extraneous to the subject
"I"; being is experienced personally, but to speak of ex-

1 2periencing my being is too possessive and self-assuring.
1 3The ontological deficiency which Marcel sees as native to

the human creature is witnessed by the exigence of being: a
sense Marcel describes as "one thing we, or at least some of
us, feel acutely: it is this lack of something, this impover-

1 4ishment, this aridity' .
The philosopher Sam Keen writes that for Marcel to affirm

being as he does "is to assert that human life is given meaning
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and dignity by its participation in something eternal and
1 5inexhaustable". The call to be is the call to participate

in being, and that call "is not a simple desire or a vague
aspiration. It is, rather, a deep-rooted interior urge, and

1 6it might equally well be interpreted as an appeal." Marcel
warns that "the fact...that being cannot be separated from

1 7the exigence of being, must never be lost sight of”.
Only by an intersubjective participation in being may the 
exigence of being be answered.18

Participation In Being

Crucial to the participation in being is the experience 
of presence. Presence dictates that, in the modality of 
being, the encounter of another must amount to more than 
the simple exchange of sense data. The abstracting, posses
sive quality which Marcel sees as endemic to the modality of 
having annihilates presence on account of its distancing of 
subject from object. Participation in being, on the other 
hand, is intersubjective: that is to say, being is always and 
only experienced in the context of an "I/Thou" relationship.
An "I/Thou" relationship can only mean participation in being, 
regardless of the level of fami1iarity and nature of the 
participants, up to and including a relationship with the
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"Absolute Thou":

There is an immanent connection
between the reality of God and
the realization of God by the
saint. But to the saint the
reality of God can only appear
as that in which he (the saint)
participates - there would be
no truth in a statement that
claimed to transcend the need

19to posit participation.

Marcel writes in Being and Having that "God can only be 
given to me as Absolute Presence in worship; any idea I form
of him is only an abstract expression or intellectualization

20of the Presence". If I may know God, I may only know God 
in so far as God is in relationship to me. The desire for
knowledge of God Marcel equates with the ambition to be with

21God. Marcel's priority of participation over abstraction
is reflected in his favorite names for the sacred: "Absolute
Thou", "Absolute Presence” and "Absolute Being" (with "being"
understood as a gerund rather than as a noun). To speak of
God as absolute can only mean that God is absolutely in
relation. When I am with God then God is for me "Absolute 

22Succour”; "a last and supreme resource for the troubled 
23human spirit".
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There is a contemplative character to participation in 
being, which Marcel acknowledges as a certain withdrawl into 
the self attendant to the "feeling of resource". On account 
of the ontological deficiency the resource can never be 
native to the self, but the deeper one withdraws into the 
self the closer one draws to the "supreme resource”. Marcel 
tackles this paradox in his important paper, "On the Onto
logical Mystery”:

To withdraw into oneself is not 
to be for oneself nor to mirror 
oneself in the intel1igible 
unity of subject and object. On 
the contrary. I would say that 
here we come up against the paradox 
of that actual mystery whereby 
the I into which I withdraw ceases, 
for as much, to belong to itself.
'You are not your own’ - this great 
saying of St. Paul assumes in 
this connection its ful1 concrete 
and ontological significance; it 
is the nearest approach to the 
reality for which we are groping.̂

Participation in being requires a seemingly paradoxical 
interior movement. This contemplative withdrawl into the 
self in order to faci1itate an I/Thou encounter is recognition



that at the very centre of my being I am not alone, for it 
is not alone my being. To put it another way, the better I 
understand myself the more will I acknowledge my need of 
others. This need is wholly ontological, as alone I find 
myself disconnected from the resource of being. The recog
nition of ontological need, the admission that I am not my

25own, Marcel terms "active receptivity". At this point, the 
assertion "I am" could be said to be dropped in favour of 
the "We are". In illustration of active receptivity, 
Marcelian scholar Kenneth Gallagher uses as an analogue the 
acceptance of a house-guest:

To receive a guest is to admit 
another into the zone of my person, 
to allow him to participate in a 
reality which is properly mine.
At this limit, 'receiving’ is indis
tinguishable from 'giving': I only 
receive by giving, and in the 
end, perhaps, by giving myself.2^

Active receptivity is saying yes to participation in 
being; it is the admission of incompletion, the confession 
that an individual is whole only in communion with others.
In his war-time collection of essays entitled Homo Viator,



Marcel contends that "I establish myself as a person in so
far as I really belleve in the existence of others and allow

27this belief to influence my conduct". It is the ontological 
defi ciency, the existential principle which Marcel finds 
to be "proper to the creature, or at least to the fallen

o ocreature", which sets me searching within myself for a 
satisfying completion beyond myself. The dissatisfaction 
which the ontological deficiency stirs up within me is one 
which "has to do with the absence of something which is
properly speaking external to me, though I can assimilate

29it to myself and in consequence make it mine".̂
What I sense as absent is the fulness of being: what then 

is the process of assimilation by which I may complete myself 
I begin to share in being once I become available, by active 
receptivity, to the presence of others. This opens the 
door for me to my participation in being through the I/Thou 
relation.

Marcel argues that awareness of ontological deficiency
serves to break the ground for active receptivity, but such
self-awareness could lead just as well towards a final,
despairing m h i 1 ism. According to a Marcelian ontology I
must surrender the hope that alone I could compensate for

30my missing ontological weight. The ontological deficiency 
is a witness to me only of my lack of ontic wholeness: it

telIs me neither where I may find such wholeness nor even
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that it is there for me to find.
To ask the question of how an individual can move through

ontological despair and into the yes of participation is to
be directed towards what Marcel calls "the discovery of (the)

32co-articulation of life with truth”. Perhaps here we could 
substitute "existence" for "life" and "being" for "truth"; 
though there is a disjunction between the two there nonetheless 
remains a bridge which permits movement from one to the other 
and back again. These movements are characterized by Marcel 
as ones which cross the realm boundaries of having (objectivity) 
and being (ontic participation). Such movements Marcel calIs 
reflections, and the direction of the movement is described 
by Marcel's distinction between primary and secondary re
flection .

Primary Reflection

"Reflection", writes Marcel in The Mystery of Being, "is
33nothing more than attention". It can never be exercised

on matters trivial, for since the act of reflection is 1inked
"as bone is 1 inked with bone in the human body, to living

34personal experience”, the trivial is whatever escapes 
reflection by reason of its lack of connection to such

31



experience (of course, the connection or lack therof is
entirely the perogative of the reflector).

The way in which primary and secondary reflections are
distinguished is principally according to their direction:
the movement of primary reflection is from the particular
to the universal, while the reverse is the case for reflection

35of the second order. Primary reflection is evidenced by a
critical distancing of object from subject. Analytical thought
can only be exercised once there has occurred such a separation.
Marcel writes in The Mystery of Being that primary reflection
serves to break "the fragile link between me and my body that

3 6is constituted by the word 'mine'".' This dissociation of
"self" from "incarnate self" is the beginning of analysis;

37"the foundation of all scientific knowledge".

Primary reflection is...forced 
to take up an attitude of radical 
detatchment, of complete lack 
of interest, towards the fact 
that this particular body happens 
to be mine. (It) has to recal1 
the facts that this body has just
the same properties ... as any

3 8other body whatsoever.

On account of its radical detatchment, primary reflection



1ies entirely within the realm of having: the nature of an 
object demands that it be possessed by a subject. Though 
it is the foundation for al1 scientific knowledge, primary 
reflection is also the basis for al1 naive, pre-scientific 
experience of the world from the perspective of the realm 
of having. Though for the sake of analytical thought the 
integrity of my existential immediate (my body as myself) 
may be temporarily suspended, a final break would mean atom
ization and the inverted tyranny of the possessed over the

39possessor. Though primary reflection offers a significant 
experience of the world, that experience is neither the only 
nor the truest way in which the world may be experienced. 
Marcel finds a truer experience of the world in the realm of 
being (understanding there to exist a correlation between 
being and meaning, and that the closer one questions the 
meaning of presence the nearer one is drawn to the truth of 
being). The movement from the having to the being modality 
is signalled by a shift from the primary to the secondary 
order of reflection.

Secondary Reflection

Secondary reflection reverses the epistemic di rection of 
the primary order by moving back from the universal to the



particular. This reversal does not deny the validity of
primary reflection and the importance of analytical thought;
rather secondary reflection manifests "a refusal to treat
primary reflection's separation of this body...from the self

40that I am, as final". Marcel finds it difficult to give 
much definition to the contours of secondary reflection, "if 
only because it transcends the dualism of being and action
or, more correctly, because it reconciles in itself these

41two aspects of the antinomy". It is helpful to note that 
he terms secondary reflection "recollection", and that "the
word means what it says - the act whereby I re-collect myself

. 42 as a unity .
Recollection is more than an act, or more precisely, it 

is more than my act. If it were merely my action then re
flection would remain at the primary stage, for it would
entai1 my mastery of the situation (as the subject governs

43the object of a sentence). In secondary reflection action
always means active receptivity, which means that the "I"
no longer subjectively dominates an object, but rather that
the I becomes vulnera ble to the encounter of the presence
of an equal other. This reconciliation of passivity and
activity (or, being and doing) is that which Marcel under-

44stands to be at the heart of contemplation. Contemplation 
serves as the foundation for his doctrine of participation 
in being.



A further distinction between primary and secondary
reflection is that the former is cognitive and the latter
intuitive.45 For Marcel the "I feel" statement is an asser-

46tion of metaphysical primacy. The feeling which Marcel
chooses to illustrate secondary reflection's reconstitution
of the self as a unity is that of "feeling at home".47 This
feeling is not exclusively passive, for as Marcel writes in
Creative Fidelity "I cannot refer to my feeling at home
unless I grant or imply that the self does or can seem to
itself to impregnate its enviroment with its own quality,
thereby recognizing itself in its surroundings and entering

48into an intimate relationship with it".
This intimate relationship entails both my free part-

ipation in the world as well as my receptivity to the
presence of others whom I encounter along the way. "To
receive in this context is to admit in or welcome an outsider

49into one's home." In this light the primary/secondary 
differentiation is further sharpened: "you belong to me” is 
a statement of the first order of reflection, whereas "I 
belong to you" would be a statement of the second.50 It is 
this availability which marks the relationships of the second 
order as so distinct from the possessiveness of the first.

To the degree in which I become available to a Thou I

cease to objectify the Thou as an "It". Marcel predicates
5 1availability to a Thou on some measure of love for the Thou.
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This love can be little more than a feeling of warmth towards 
another whom I perhaps have just been introduced to, but 
it is love with which I establish another as a Thou. Sur
render of the possessive powers of objectification for sake 
of participation in an I/Thou relationship means risking 
exposure; love establishes cause for taking such a risk.
The more I love the Thou, the more of myself I will risk.
Marcel writes that participation in the I/Thou "is the act 
by which I expose myself to the other person instead of
protecting myself from him, which makes him penetrable for

52me at the same time as I become penetrable for him".
It follows from the participatory aspect of intuitive 

recollection that I can meet only -the Thou who "helps 
to reconsitute my person by overcoming the ontological 
deficiency. Such reconstitution is possible with any created 
thing, for all of creation shares the same ontological heritage. 
In order to overcome my ontological deficiency I can not use 
the Thou in an act of selfish utility; there is always a 
mutuality to the process of reconstitution. Intersubjective 
participation implies that I avail myself to the Thou as the 
Thou does for me, so that for as long as the relationship 
lasts the presence of each other may overcome the native 
ontological deficiencies.

Owing to its cognitive aspect, primary reflection is 
the experience of the world as a set of problems in need of



solution. Both naïve curiosity and analytical precision 
are ways in which it breaks the world down into puzzles, 
experiments, tests, definitions and so forth. This is quite 
uni ike secondary reflection, which is characterized by a 
participatory ontology and a meta-problematic epistemology. 
"Problem" is proper to primary reflection and the having 
modality; "mystery” is proper to secondary reflection and 
the realm of being. According to Marcel a problem may exist 
only in the artificial vacuum of the subject/object distinc
tion, for only by the mastery of the observer over a body
of data may a problem be dealt with in sufficient, dispas-

53sionate interest to yield a solution. "A mystery", he
writes, " is a problem which encroaches upon its own data,
invading them, as it were, and thereby transcending itself

54as a simple problem". As a subject draws closer to its 
object the object becomes a presence and thus elludes defin
ition, as it is no longer a thing possessed but a presence 
encountered. Marcel admits that "there is no hope of estab- 
1ishing an exact frontier between problem and mystery. For
in reflecting on a mystery we tend inevitably to degrade it

55to the level of a problem".
The degrading of mystery to the level of problem is 

illustrated by Marcel in his essay "On the Ontological Mystery’ 
in reflecting on the mystery of evi1 :



In reflecting upon evil, I tend, 
almost inevitably, to regard 
it as a disorder which I view 
from the outside and of which 
I seek to discover the causes 
or the secret aims...But evil 
which is only stated or ob
served is no longer evil which 
is suffered: in fact, it ceases 
to be evil. In reality, I can 
only grasp it as evil in the 
measure in which it touches me - 
that is to say, in the measure 
in which I am involved... Being 
"involved” is the fundamental 
fact; I cannot leave it out 
of account except by an un
justified fiction, for in doing 
so, I proceed as though I were
God, and a God who is an onlooker

56at that.

I cannot fathom evil qua evil so long as I remain the 
dispassionate observer required by the first order of re
flection. In order to experience the reality of evil, evil 
must be encountered as a mystery. To know evil as a mystery 
demands that I participate in suffering, whether suffering 
which is my own or another’s. This is the qualitative dif
ference between the spectator's attitude while slowing down



at the scene of an accident and the grief of the bereaved. 
Similarly, should I scan an obituary column and chance upon 
the name of someone with whom I was aquainted I am suddenly 
confronted by a person rather than by just another type-set 
abstraction.

If secondary reflection serves as Marcel's entré into 
the metaproblematic, then is this to say secondary reflection 
functions as his equivalent for revelation? If not, then 
in what way does Marcel distinguish between the two?

Revelation

Though mystery can quickly devolve into problem and an 
intersubjective I/Thou encounter degenerate into an objec
tifying I/It, secondary reflection in the being modality 
remains for Marcel a reasonably common way in which to per
ceive the world. Though secondary reflection grants the 
reflector a certain "privileged access" to being which primary 
reflection cannot, it is an access which is always open (con
ditional upon the reflector's availabi1ity to a Thou). 
Secondary reflection is perhaps most common when I am touched 
and surprised by a moment of either pain or pleasure. When 
I suffer I suffer as an "I" and am uniikely to make a distinc
tion between either body and soul or part and whole. The



same holds true for my experience of pleasure. There is a 
certain amount of abandonment to joy so that an experience 
be truly joyful. If I stand back and tell myself "This is 
joyful" then to some degree I withdraw from the experience 
of joy and so am no longer totally engaged by it. "Standing 
back" is reflection of the first order: the analysis of 
pleasure, localizing it as a welcome sensation, cheerful 
memory or whatever. Quite uni ike primary reflection, secon
dary reflection is not necessarily self-reflective. This 
is to say, secondary reflection does not assume that at every 
encounter of the presence of a thou I am conscious of the
ontological weight concomitant with my participation in an

57I/Thou encounter.
Common secondary reflection and revelation share concern 

for the communication of being through intersubjective par
ticipation, but revelation can be distinguished from common 
secondary reflection at several points. First it should be 
noted that whereas secondary reflection normally does not 
require full consciousness of the link to being, revelation 
demands it. If revelation is pictured (as Marcel pictures 
it) as the 1ightening flash which i1lumines meaning in exis
tence, then undoubtedly revelation must be received with the

58fullest possible understanding. There is an awareness of 
the weight of being which is not necessarily present in common 
secondary reflection.
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Secondly, the lightening flash of revelation is extra
ordinary: the light which revelation sheds upon existence 
is uncommon, for it is light which is cast (at least partially) 
from beyond existence. This alien i1lumination is quite 
unlike common secondary reflection which arises wholly from 
within unextraordinary existence. Though al1 reflection of 
the second order is focused upon the mystery of being (whether 
the reflector is conscious of that focus or not), the ex
ploration of ontological mystery is unextraordinary, directed 
as it is by a natural exigence for being within the onto- 
logically deficient, fallen creature. Revelation of Absolute 
Being is extraordinary, for it directs the reflector towards 
a fullness of being which lies beyond the 1imits of common 
experience. Revelation is a fleeting glimpse at the solution 
to the ontological mystery.

Thirdly, the 1ightening flash of revelation is accompanied
by a sudden "exclamatory awareness of existence", in which

59words fai 1 and one is left to stammer "Ooh!" and !Aah!"
When Absolute Being is revealed there is an attendant aware
ness of the suffusion of being in all of creation. Revelation 
opens my eyes to the presence of the universal in the par
ticular, meaning that I have a conscious experience of 
Absolute Being as the source and end of all being. The 
chain from "Absolute Thou”, through the "Thou" to the "I" 
becomes clear to me.60



Allowing for these distinctions, how can the relation
ship between common secondary reflection and revelation be 
described? It is the principle thesis of this paper that 
revelation is best understood in a Marcelian ontology as 
extraordinary reflection of the second order. As with all 
reflection of the second order, revelation functions on the
level of the intersubjective (which is to say, within the

61experience of the I/Thou). Revelation distinguishes itself 
chiefly by being a conscious encounter of the Absolute Thou.
In a Marcelian ontology, revelation of the Absolute Thou 
means an encounter of the divine presence mediated physically 
in creaturely existence, generally through the flesh of another 
Thou.62

When I encounter the presence of another I am not normally 
aware of the encounter's ontological value, even though for 
a time I may experience a sense of wholeness on account of 
the encounter with the other and our participation in being. 
Owing to the ontological deficiency common to the fallen 
creature, the presence of being is contingent upon the Ab
solute Presence of Absolute Being; thus in every encounter 
of the presence of being, Absolute Presence serves as a 
reservoir of Absolute Being. In common secondary reflection 
this reservoir remains hidden or obscured. Revelation uncovers 
the absolute relation upon which every I/Thou relation is 
dependent. Yet in a Marcelian ontology revelation is neither



merely the uncovering of this absolute relation nor a cog
nitive assent to the deeper worth of the I/Thou encounter. 
Revelation is rather both a recognition of and a receptivity 
to the presence of the Absolute Thou. As love makes the I 
receptive to the Thou in common secondary reflection, so 
too does love make the I receptive to the Absolute Thou in 
extraordinary secondary reflection. Paradoxically, the Ab
solute Thou must be loved before the Absolute Thou will be 
revealed.

Though the Absolute Thou is present at the heart of every 
Thou whom I encounter, the manifestation of the divine 
presence is that which is extraordinary about revelation.
In a Marcelian ontology, revelation should be understood as 
the translation of experience rather than its transcendence. 
That is to say, the presence of the divine in our common 
experience (experience which is illuminated by the 1ightening 
flash of revelation) demonstrates that a movement to a "higher" 
existence is not requisite for an encounter of the Absolute 
Thou. The principle requisite in a Marcelian ontology for
an encounter of the divine is an active vulnerability to an

63encounter of the human. Despite my ontological deficiency 
I do not need to become something more than what I am in 
order to meet a Thou or even the Absolute Thou, for it is 
only in the encounter that I become what I should be, and 
that is a person living in relation. Though revelation is



extraordinary, it is an extraordinary reflection upon creaturely 
existence; revelation is not a movement towards some "higher" 
plane of existence. Revelation is as grounded as common 
secondary reflection in the contemplative, participatory 
I/Thou relation.

Marcel describes revelation as an "irruption", but it 
is not properly speaking an irruption of the divine into the 
mundane. Revelation is perhaps better described as an 
irruption of understanding within the heart of the available 
reflector; an understanding in which the divine presence is 
seen to permeate the mundane. Marcel writes in Creative 
Fidelity that "irruption can only occur in a being who (has 
neither) a closed or hermetic system into which nothing can 
penetrate".̂  It is the individual which must be penetrated. 
Revelation is a shift in the reflector's awareness of the 
world; not a shift to a "higher" world. The revelatory 
inner irruption Marcel further describes as admiration;
indeed, "the ideas of admiration and revelation are co-

66relative". Insofar as revelation means some authoratst.ve 
encounter of the Absolute Thou, then "admiration...is pre
cisely the affirmation of a superiority which is not relative
but absolute; absolute, I repeat; the word incomparable has

67a clearly distinct meaning in this context".
Marcel takes both the refusal and the inabi1ity to 

admire as guages of an individual’s "basic indisposabi1ity":



that is, the person's unavailability or unwillingness to
become vulnerable to the presence of another through the

68I/Thou experience. This linkage between availability and 
admiration is significant for its demonstration of the Marcelian 
dynamic of human encounter (common secondary reflection) and 
divine encounter (revelatory secondary reflection). In a 
Marcelian ontology, admiration (the revelatory irruption) 
and availability (the openness to the presence of a Thou) 
build upon each other: the more available to being I become 
the closer I am drawn to the fulness of being, and the more 
I admire the fulness of being the more 1ikely I am to trust 
the intersubjective experience and so become further available 
to the I/Thou encounter. To the measure in which I par
ticipate in the I/Thou is the measure to which I wi11 be 
open to admiration (wonder) at the fulness of being. Con
versely, should I be closed off to the I/Thou relationship, 
then mine is a hermetic system which disallows the revelatory 
irruption of wonder. The encounter of the fulness of being 
is mediated through the intersubjective experience of the 
Absolute Thou. It is important to note that though my re
lationship with the Absolute Thou is of another magnitude 
(in fact, an incomparably deeper magnitude) than that which
I may enjoy with any other Thou, the manner in which I am

69held in their presence is identical.
Sam Keen picks up on Marcel’s exploration of the will
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to admire in his Apology for Wonder. Keen argues that the 
reductionistic and analytically bound Homo Faber (equivalent 
to an indisposable individual whose system allows for little 
movement beyond primary reflection) has replaced the trad
itional Homo Admirans, who "accepted his life and his en- 
viroment as a meaningful gift which fi11ed him with admir
ation and gratitude, and responded actively by creating a

70community in harmony with patterns of meaning and value”.
Homo Admirans acceptance of life as "meaningful gift” is 
based upon what Marcel would describe as a revelatory irrup
tion: the mundane is seen to be suffused with the presence 
of the divine, and the presence of the divine gives cause 
to accept the mundane as full of meaning. The revelatory 
irruption is an awareness of the presence of the divine in 
the world: an extraordinary awareness, i1lustrated in the 
illumination of a lightening flash, which is always an aware
ness which is qualified by wonder. Keen further writes 
that

(Considering) those revelatory events, 
objects, or persons which provide us 
with the predicates of sentences 
about God or the divine, we discover 
an inseperable relationship between 
wonder and theophany. It would be 
no exaggeration to say that all



formative revelatory events are born
71in wonder.

Returning to the thesis of this paper: if as I suggest 
revelation should be understood in a Marcelian ontology as 
extraordinary secondary reflection, and if the manner in 
which I encounter the Thou and the Absolute Thou is essentially 
identical (though of significantly different magnitudes), 
then the contours of common secondary reflection should 
serve to guide us towards a Marcelian theory of revelation.
In other words, though Marcel's ontology does not permit a 
"formula" for revelation (such a mechanical view would make 
Absolute Being an object of possession; an impossibility, 
according to Marcel), we should be able to examine (and 
perhaps, to a limited degree, anticipate) revelatory events 
by focusing upon the processes of reflection of the second 
order; notably those processes which common secondary re
flection shares with revelation. As the I/Thou is inex
tricably linked to the I/Absolute Thou relation, such an 
examination should detail both encounters: what is the medium 
of intersubjective encounter, and how can the significance 
of the encounter persist once the medium of encounter has 
ceased?

The remainder of the paper will detail the processes of



intersubjective encounter, both of the I/Thou and of the 1/ 
Absolute Thou, with the intention of exploring the contours 
of a Marcelian theory of revelation. Particularly, the paper 
wi 11 focus on the medium of intersubjective encounter and 
the persistence of the encounter’s ontological significance 
once the medium of encounter has ceased. The medium of en
counter in a Marcelian ontology is incarnate being; the per
sistence of the encounter's significance is dealt with by 
Marcel's doctrine of creative fidelity. The following chap
ter will be an exploration of the meaning of incarnate being, 
and the importance it holds for both the I/Thou and the 1/ 
Absolute Thou encounters.
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I I .  I n c a r n a t e  B e i n g

The Threat of Abstraction

The dynamic element in my philosophy, taken 
as a whole, can be seen as an obstinate and 
untiring battle against the spirit of 
abstraction.1

To appreciate the place of incarnation in Marcel's phil
osophy it helps to know what it displaced: the idealistic 
"spirit of abstraction". Contrary to the above quote from 
the 1951 Man Against Mass Society, the early Marcel (prior 
to 1914) was himself an idealist. This nascent period of 
his philosophy caused some embarassment for Marcel in later 
years; he felt the need to write apologetically in the for
ward to a late edition of his early Philosophical Fragments 

that he failed to understand why he undertook such a "groping 
inquiry pursued in such a rarified atmosphere and with the
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help of tools borrowed from post-Kantian philosophy.He 
describes his early philosophical method as "desert-1 ike”, 
and derides it for its theoretical divorce from living phen- 

3omena. In his important autobiographical essay of 1947 
Marcel attempts a psychological explan ation for his early 
infatuation with idealism, revealing that in his childhood 
he was taught a horror of dirt and germs. "Experience, as 
it is mostly conceived by philosophers, was to me impure 
and profoundly suspect."4 The death of his Mother when he 
was only four gave Marcel further reason to mistrust exper
ience, and so he began to find "on the plane of Ideas alone...

5a shelter from these wounding contacts of everyday 1ife."
Still, Marcel writes, "it would be a mistake to think that 
abstraction as such ever appeared to me as a habitable 
place.

It was on account of his growing dissatisfaction towards
its inhabitability that Marcel began to break with the
propositions of ideal ism. Increasingly Marcel viewed ideal ism
as so abstracted from the exigencies of life that it could
no longer speak to it. Specifically, Marcel indicted idealism
on three counts of failure: failure to meet the "object" of
knowledge; failure to address the subject of intellectual
activity; failure to appreciate the reflective processes of

7thought. Generally, idealistic abstraction was faulted for 
undermining the wholeness or integrity of the human creature.
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Scientism, which shares the basic structure of an idealist
epistemology and which Marcel considers to be Idealism's

8natural heir, is condemned on the same counts.
A principle danger with phi1osophica1 abstraction in 

Marcel's view is that it is possible, beginning with an 
idealist epistemology, to distinguish the ways in which an 
individual functions as a human agent to such a degree that 
to speak of a cohering, functioning individual seems neither 
necessary nor expedient. With the exercise of such abstrac
tion, "does one not risk distorting the nature of experience

9as a single lived reality?" Writing in his Metaphysical 
Journal Marcel asserts that "I am always and at every moment 
more than the totality of predicates that an enquiry made 
by myself - or by someone else - about myself would be able 
to bring to light.

One evidence of the threat which abstraction poses to 
the integrity of 1ived reality is found by Marcel in the 
priority given statistics in Western mass society. Statis
tics can so tyrannize a popular culture that the simple
question "Who are you?" becomes sensible when answered chiefly

1 1by the recitation of birth-date, residence and occupation. 
Marcel does not deny the need for abstraction within special
ized domains (abstraction plays an important role in the 
exercising of primary reflection), but he believes the trouble 
starts once the dynamic of abstraction is transferred from
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a specialized field of thought "to the field of concrete
1 2general activity which is that of man qua man." As illus

tration Marcel writes that he views the return to one's 
neighbour as the valid condition for an approach to being 
(and so an approach to Absolute Being), and then asks, "can 
one fai1 to see that technocracy consists precisely of making
an abstraction of one's neighbour and, in the long run,

13denying him?"
Marcel viewed collectivism with some suspicion, consider

ing it to be a system which parodies a true community by 
the State's assumption of anthropomorphic attributes. "The 
good of the people" becomes the goal without "the people" 
becoming real. Citizens are manipulated to respond to the 
abstraction without being called to 1ive in the concrete, 
intersubjective reality. In Man Against Mass Society Marcel 
writes that

There can be no authentic depth except 
where there can be real communion; but 
there will never be any real communion 
between individuals centred on themselves, 
and in consequence morbidly hardened, 
nor in the heart of the mass, within the 
mass-state. The very notion of inter
subjectivity on which all my own most 
recent work has been based presupposes 
a reciprocal openness between individuals
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without which no kind of spirituality 
is conceivable.^

Marcel's notion of intersubjectivity 1imits "authentic 
depth" to situations of real communion. Turning this around, 
are Marcel's situations of "real communion" opportunities 
for authentic breadth? This questions the contours of the 
intersubjective relation: on account of his reaction against 
Idealism, was Marcel's ontology shaped by a hyper-individual
ism in which the only valid community is found in the I/Thou 
relation? Marcel does allow that "it is only within groups
that are fairly restricted in size and animated by a spirit

1 5of love that the universal can really embody itself", but 
two things should be recalled about the intersubjective 
relation. First of all, it is not normative for al1 exper
ience . Though it is deeper than the I/It, the I/Thou relation 
is just one way in which the human creature is called to be 
in this world. The I/It relation is welcome on the level 
of primary reflection; the I/Thou is only proper to the level 
of the second order of reflection. It should also be recalled 
that the intersubjective bond may be established at any time 
and with anyone, so long as the reflector can hold a certain 
attitude of loving availabi1ity towards another. Thus, though 
each I/Thou relation may be exclusive, I may engage as many 
"Thou"s in relation as I desire.
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A charge levelled against Marcel is that his notion of 
intersubjectivity fosters an elitism which elludes the 
vicissitudes of mass society. This charge is particularly 
damning, given Marcel's lack of support for the Resistance
and his "retreat” into an attitude of contemplative reflection

1 6during the War. Marcel did 1ittle to dispel the charge 
with the publication of Man Against Mass Society, in which
he writes that "it is very important to rehabilitate (the)

1 7aristocratic idea” , and later, "it is absolutely necessary
1 8that aristocracies should be recreated".

What is Marcel driving at with his call for the rehabil
itation of the "aristocratic idea"? Evidently, the "aris
tocracies” are smal1 communities which share a revelatory 
manifestation of the Absolute Presence: Marcel admonishes 
the aristocracies "to remain in a sort of state of active
expectation or availability in relation to their groups moved

1 9by a different inspiration' , and calls each group to remain 
true to "the universal value which it is supposed to be em
bodying" . Perhaps these aristocracies could better be 
termed priesthoods, for each is a smal1, intersubjective 
community buiIt upon unique revelation of universal value.
Though Marcel eschews egalitarianism (which he considered

21a downward process of levelling off ), the "aristocratic” 
intersubjective relation is open to all of human creation.
The relation is open to al1 on account of the "unrcediatizable
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immediate" of existence which is common to each : a physical
22presence in the world, manifested by a human body.

Body And Existence

The body is fundamental, not accidental, t the existence
23of the "I", The "I" can exist only so long as it is "fleshed 

out"; hence for Marcel the body is not a simple possession 
of the self, but the further one probes the meaning of the 
self the more indistinguishable the self and the body become. 
Existence implies manifestation in phenomenal world, and 
insofar as my flesh manifests me in it then I am my body. 
Regarding the implications of the "I exist" assertion, Marcel 
writes that

...by a conscious act of abstraction 
I can apprehend myself as a being of 
pure feeling. On this basis I can, 
in the cartesian mode, infer that I 
am. But when I assert: I exist, I 
certainly mean something more than 
this; I vaguely imply that I am not 
only for myself but that I manifest 
myself, or rather am manifested; the 
prefix ex in exist, has primary
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significance because it conveys the 
meaning of a movement towards the 
external world, a centrifugal ten
dency . I exist: that means I have 
something by which I can be known 
or identified, either by another 
person or by myself insofar as I 
assume for myself a borrowed other
ness ; none of these characteristics 
are separable from the fact that 
'there is my body'.

25Marcel terms the body the "absolute mediator". The 
body mediates both the self to the external world and the 
world to the self. He writes in Being and Having that "when
I affirm that something exists, I always mean that I consider

26this something as connected with my body". Marcel further 
adds that "to say that something exists is not only to say 
that it belongs to the same system as my body, it is also

27to say that it is in some way united to me as my body is."
Given a Marcelian ontology it is just as valid to assert
that my physical existence means that I am "in some way
united" to other selves, just as their bodies are to them-

28selves. This manifestation of the self as body means that 
there is an available access to the self for other selves.
The meaning of my existence is that my presence in the world 
is always felt by other existants: existence is always co
existence . The incarnation of the self is the foundation
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upon which all I/Thou relations are established.
In an early entry of Being and Havina's metaphysical 

diary, Marcel writes that when he is in the company of a 
person who blocks access to his or her self then Marcel is
conscious of being with someone for whom he does not exist,

29"and so I am thrown back upon myself." The next words he
writes are: "Can I define God as Absolute Presence? This

30would embrace my idea of absolute succour." To put it 
another way, and remembering that to Marcel existence must 
always be co-existence, I can exercise confidence in my exis
tence because the divine presence is always available to me, 
regardless of any loveless unavailability on the part of my 
fellow creature.

Marcel delimits the availability of an individual's body 
for others, allowing that I have privileged use of my body
in an instrumental fashion, ’’but none whatsoever when it is

31a question of knowledge". This is, if you will, the epis- 
temological implication of the assertion "I belong to you". 
This also alludes to Marcel's having/being dichotomy: it is 
only I who, in any just sense at least, may possess my body, 
and I become known in some degree to whomever I become mani- 
fest. The depth of the knowledge, or the penetrability of 
being, is wholly contingent upon my vulnerabi1ity to the 
other and to the other's openness towards receiving such 
knowledge.



Being And Existing

The tension in which Marcel holds being and having is 
closely mirrored by his opposition of existence and objec
tivity, and the way in which Marcel distinguishes existence 
from being is important to an understanding of his meaning 
for incarnation. Being does not necessarily imply existence, 
but existence demands being, for existence is the manifes
tation of being in the world. Furthermore, as existence is
impossible without physical manifestation (remembering the

3 ̂body to be the "mediatizable immediate” of existence. ,
existence demands "incarnate being, interpreting the word

33'being' here in its verb rather than substantive form." 
Objectivity frustrates my existential engagement with my co- 
existents by taking me out of the world of engagement. 
Objectivity means the world appears to me as a curiosity: 
a theatrical stage rather than a home. Marcel writes in 
Creative Fidelity that "the more I affirm the independence 
of the world from me, (the more) it is converted into an 
i1lusory spectacle. ..ultimately abolished simply because it 
disregards me."34 In other words, to the degree in which I 
objectify the world it ceases to exist for me, and I for it. 
Of course neither I nor the world are annihilated, but the 
purpose of existence (the manifestation of being in par-



ticipation with co-existants) is frustrated. The nihilism 
in the statement 'Nothing exists' Marcel reads as 'Nothing 
matters'.^

In al1 of this we can see Marcel's assertion of the 
existential’s primacy over the ideal, which he grounds in
the proviso that "the existential must inevitably be related

3 6to incarnate being". But what should we make of Marcel's 
use of the term, "incarnate being"? Does not incarnation 
strongly suggest that disincarnation is somehow a possibility 
Marcel dismisses this, and writes that disincarnation is
"not practically possible and is precluded by my very struc-

37ture". Though the notion of incarnation, at least etymo
logical ly, would seem to perpetuate the soul/body split which 
is anathema to a Marcelian ontology (certainly in so far as 
the soul is identified as a semi-autonomous 'self' and the 
body as this 'self’s primary instrument), the term neverthe
less accurately captures Marcel's meaning of existence; 
that is, the manifestation of being in the flesh.

Marcel’s use of the term may be understood more clearly 
by distinguishing its physical and metaphysical applications. 
On a purely physical level, Marcel's 1 ink of the body with 
the self can by no means allow for idealized, disembodied
beings. "To be incarnated", writes Marcel, "is to appear

3 8to oneself as body." My body is my "central criterion to 
which must be referred al1 the judgements of existence...a
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presence whose mass makes itself felt in an all-pervading
39way." I am inextricably 1inked to my body, my "absolute 

mediator" of life.40
To be physically incarnated is every person's fate; the 

metaphysical application of incarnation is the exploration 
of the ontological depth to existence. Though primary re
flection abstracts me from my world and tends to objectify 
my body, its abstraction is buiIt upon a lie: I never cease, 
so long as I exist, to be vitaly connected to the external 
world through my body. On the purely physical level I am 
always incarnate (so long as it makes sense to address myself 
as an "I"). To incarnate being is the deeper call of the 
intersubjective relation. When I incarnate being I overcome 
the ontological deficiency which Marcel describes as proper 
to the fallen creature. Thus, though so long as I 1ive I 
am always incarnate, when I participate in being (and so 
fulfill the meaning of existence) it is not I alone whom I 
am incarnating. This is what comes of the call of ontological 
exigence: my reception of another’s presence witnesses that 
at the centre of my being I am not alone, for it is not alone 
"my" being.4^

Incarnation is fundamental, not accidental, to the self, 
and "it is a property of my body that it does not and cannot 
exist alone". Living in community with others who, as I, 
cannot exist alone and must exist "in the flesh", I find
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myself responsible for my body to become the means by which 
I exist for others and others exist for me. When my body 
fulfills this meaning of incarnation then it is, most fully, 
the "absolute mediator”. The better the body facilitates 
the mediation between the self and others the further my 
body recedes from my knowledge. Marcel writes in Being and 
Having that "in so far as my body is an absolute mediator,
I so far cease to have communication with it".̂  Wrest1ing 
with this notion he terms "inner opacity", Marcel goes on to 
add that

my ideaa are hardest for me to 
grasp where they are most comp
letely my ideas; that is where they 
are impenetrable to me. The 
problem I am setting myself is 
to find out whether this applies 
to the whole of reality. Is not 
reality impenetrable to me just in 
proportion as I am involved in it?
...We must, therefore, break away 
once and for all from the metaphors 
which depict consciousness as a 
luminous circle round which there is 
nothing, to its own eyes, but
darkness. On the contrary, the shadow

45is at the centre.



The inner opacity demonstrates the depth of Marcel's 
assertion that I have instrumental priority to my body but 
not epistemological. The meaning of this for life in relation 
to other co-existents is that my body may be said to exist 
as much for another as for myself.46 Of course I may study 
my body, but to do so is to objectify my body by an artificial 
I/It relation in the first order of reflection. It can only 
be an artificial, temporary opposition, for "the moment I 
treat my body as an object of scientific knowledge, I banish 
myself to infinity".47 Marcel goes on to write:

This is the reason why I cannot 
think of my death, but only of the 
standstill of that machine (illam, not 
hanc). It would perhaps be more accurate 
to say that I cannot anticipate my 
death; that is, I cannot ask myself
what will become of me when the

48machine is no longer working.

An Existential Concept Of Death

The problem of death, or more profoundly, "the problem
of the relationship between the human being and his own

49death, is important in a Marcelian ontology for its high
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lighting both the role of the body as the central datum of
existence and the difference between primary and secondary
reflection. Death can only be conceived of as a problem in
the light of primary reflection. That is, to conceive of a
problem means the use of dissociative analysis in an arti-

50ficial subject/object opposition. To reflect in this manner
51is valid, and indeed serves as the basis for al1 cognition, 

but there must be a movement towards secondary reflection 
if the meaning of one's own death is to be received. This

52is what Marcel intends by an "existential concept of death" :
a concept which would see the abstract problem of death
materialize as the metaproblematic question of my death,
or the death of one whom I love.

Within my existential orbit, death is not a problem:
it is an impenetrable challenge to my participation in being.
More specifically, Marcel sees this challenge to participation

53in terms of a test of presence. Death as a test is a concern 
of creative fidelity, and so will be discussed at greater 
1ength in the third chapter, but the challenge of the test 
is written in the words of a character in one of Marcel's

54plays who telIs his lover, ’You - you at least wi11 not die”. 
That is not to say he actually believes her to be immortal, 
but neither is it to say only that she shall "live on’ in 
his memory once she’s gone (for al1 the good that would do 

do her). It is to assert that the active perpetuation of
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presence, transcending as it does not only the subject/object
distinction but also the fundamental category of existence
(the physical extension of the person in the world as a

55body: incarnation ), is able to overcome the separation 
wrought by the demise of a subject.

Marcel writes: "It will no doubt be said: What a strange 
way of defining death! Death is a phenomenon definable in
biological terms; it is not a test. It must be answered:

56It is what it signifies". Of course death can be nothing 
more than a physical phenomenon when it is studied as a 
problem for primary reflection, for the dissociative objec
tification which typifies primary reflection cannot under
stand (and should not try to understand, Marcel would hasten 
to add) the metaphysical and metaproblematica1 dimensions 
of secondary reflection.

Incarnation And Absolute Being

"I believe", writes Marcel in The Mystery of Being, that 
"to think of existence is ultimately to think of the impos-

57sibi1ity of any opposition here between being and appearance". 
The opposition between being and appearance is negated in 
the flesh of the "central criterion" to which is referred 
each of my judgements upon existence. The central criterion
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of existence is my own body, which I regard "not just as a 
body, as a corporeal thing, but as my own".̂  Appearance and 
being are reconciled in me through my incarnation of being, 
which is the meaning of existence. The deeper I participate 
in being the more I fulfill the meaning of existence, and 
the less the opposition between appearance and being. A 
Marcelian theory of revelation holds that a revelatory encoun
ter with Absolute Presence will be mediated in existence by 
that central criterion of existence, the body. If it is 
true that, ultimately, existence entaiIs the impossibi1ity 
of any opposition between being and appearance, then the 
stage is set for trustworthy, existential revelation. The 
impossibi1ity of such an opposition means that I may so trust 
appearance that it becomes for me the very presence of being 
and even of Absolute Being. The existential union of being 
and appearance redeems my existence and my physical world, 
for it telIs me I may exist in the fulness of being without 
need to take f1ight to some abstracted "real world" of uni- 
versals or equations. Marcel calIs this fidelity to the 
existential situation a "higher empiricism". In conversation 
with Paul Ricoeur (a conversation appended to the 1973 edition 
of Tragic Wisdom and Beyond) Marcel admitted that

if there has been a real transformation
in my thinking, it is in my way of



appreciating experience. I must say 
that I smile a 1ittle when I think 
of the scorn which empiricism and 
even the notion of experience 
roused in me at a certain time 
of my life. I have come to under
stand that this refusal of exper
ience, this kind of systematic 
apriorism, actually betrayed a 
lack of reflection, and that it 
was necessary to rediscover ex
perience, but at a level beyond 
that of traditional empiricism.5

Marcel * s higher empiricism fits neatly with his under
standing of a "higher" level in existence; a level at which 
there is no opposition between being and appearance, and 
the meaning of existence is manifest organically through 
the incarnation of being. Traditional empiricism operates 
on the level of primary reflection, but a higher empiricism 
which honours the integrity of 1ived experience by the re
fusal to objectify experience is possible only through re
flection of the second order.

Objectification of my experience separates me from my 
experience by the transformation of my existential habitat 
into an abstracted field of study. Objectification is the 
trade-mark of traditional empiricism, but objectification

Qis antithetical to a Marcelian meaning of existence. The



antithesis (which can perhaps be described more succinctly 
as the objectivity/intersubjectivity opposition) figures 
significantly for the meaning of religious knowledge in a 
Marcelian ontology. Writing in Tragic Wisdom and Beyond 
Marcel argues that atheistic thought, particularly when it 
"proclaims a kinship with science”, tends to develop "in 
the domain of objects and attempt to establish some defin¡te 
relations among them. That is to say, in its eyes, if God 
is not an object he does not exist".61 Marcel wants to say 
the opposite: God, the Absolute Presence, cannot be exper
ienced other than as a presence. If God is not a presence 
then God is not God. I cannot know God to be less than the 
fulness of being, and so where access to being is frustrated 
(in objectivity, for instance) then there I cannot know God. 
Atheistic thought in kinship with science will exercise the 
empirical method of science, which is the perogative of the 
primary order of reflection. The objectivity asserted by 
the primary order is demonstrated m  the subject's possession 
of the object by giving the object definition, ascribing to 
it qualities amd analytically divorcing it from the realm 
of the subject’s immediate existential concerns. God cannot
be received as an "Absolute Object": "God cannot be treated

6 2*as object or as objectivity."
To "speak with" is intersubjectivity, but we need also 

to "speak of". This is true for al1 relationships. When



I shift from speaking with a friend to speaking with a second 
friend about the first, I of necessity objectify my first 
friend. This is not a bad thing: this is the only way I 
can speak of him. To speak of him I must as a subject exer
cise mastery over the object "him". What then about my 
speaking of God? God, uni ike my friend, cannot be objectified, 
so every attempt to speak of God should be understood as a 
failed attempt at objectification. "When we speak of God",
writes Marcel, "we should realize that it is not of God that

63we are speaking. To speak about implies a designation."
In Creative Fidelity he calls theological affirmations a 
"snare", for the properties, "if construed as predicates,

/* A
seem to be the most impoverished that exist”. Marcel goes 
on to write that "consciousness”, that which would ascribe 
properties to the divine, "must...sacrifice itself to the One 
whom it must alone invoke as its Principle, End, and only 
Resort".65

The Marcelian antithesis of "speaking of" (objectivity)
and "speaking with" (intersubjectivity) recalIs the I/It,
I/Thou opposition, which highlights a relational reason why
I cannot objectify God. The It, Marcel contends, "is what
does not take me into account, something for which I do not

6 6count". Also, "when I consider another individual as him,
6 7I treat him as essentially absent". Conversely:



I address the second person when what 
I address can respond to me in some way 
and that response cannot be translated 
into words. The purest form of invo
cation - prayer - embodied imperfectly 
in the uttered word, is a certain kind of 
of inner transfiguration, a mysterious 
influx, an ineffable peace.6®

It is by distinguishing the objective from the intersub- 
jective that Marcel is spared "the almost unbearable tension" 
of holding God to be real but coincidentally nonobjective 
and nonexistant. But what does it actually mean for Marcel 
to assert that God exists, if existence entaiIs the physical 
manifestation of being in the world? Marcel writes in Tragic 
Wisdom and Beyond that without his being wholly aware of it, 
"at least at first, this 1ine of inquiry was actually oriented

70toward the incarnate God". Existence is not a category 
which must necessarily apply to God; there are no strictures 
upon Absolute Being which call for existence, for the very 
fulness of Absolute Being precludes any ontological deficiency 
to be overcome through a participatory co-existence.

Though existence is not essential to Absolute Being, 
it is fundamental if there is to be any knowledge of Absolute
Being by any existants. God, writes Marcel, "conferred

7 1existence on himself by becoming a man 1 ike me”. Given 
that existence means co-existence and that, as Kenneth



Gallagher remarks, "what exists is what is present for an
72incarnate consciousness", then it follows that if I am 

to know God I wi11 know God in the flesh. Knowledge of the 
divine does not refer to theological propositions: such 
knowledge is 1imited to the analysis of an object, which 
would never be more than an effigy of God. As Gallagher 
further comments, "it is the body through which we are inser
ted into the world of real existence; it is conjunction with
the body which is the criterion for the existence of what

73is not the body". The divine must, in some way and to some 
measure, be in conjunction with my body if I am to know the 
divine. I can only be with God so far as God shares my 
existential habitat. In Being and Having Marcel writes 
that

...when I think of a finite being, I 
restore, in a manner, between him 
and myself, a community, an intimacy, 
a with (to put it crudely) which 
might seem to have been broken (I 
noticed this these last few days 
in thinking of school friends I had 
lost sight of). To ask myself how 
I can think of God is to enquire in 
what sense I can be with him.74

And how is it that I can be with God within my existential



habitat? Only through the incarnation of Absolute Being, which 
makes available to me the presence of God in intersubjectivity. 
But how is the presence of God incarnated in the world of 
real existence? Certainly Marcel’s use of the term "incar
nation" carries Christological implications, but to limit 
the incarnation of the divine to a localized, historical 
event is untenable in a Marcelian ontology: whenever I encoun
ter being, if I penetrate deeply enough, I wi11 encounter 
Absolute Being. There can be no divorce between being and 
Absolute Being, and no localization of Absolute Being to a 
single, historical moment. Though Marcel carefully avoids 
theological "snares", he clearly considers the Christ-event 
to be of revelatory significance. What is not so clear is 
just how special the event is, given that the presence of 
Absolute Being may be revealed to be at the heart of every 
I/Thou relation.

Marcel writes that an adept of his philosophy "is not 
necessarily a Christian; strictly speaking, it cannot even
be said that he is embarked on a path which should logically

75lead him to Christianity". Yet Marcel asserts that at 
least to his own mind, a philosophy such as his "cannot fai1
to be magnetically attracted to the data of Christianity,

7 6perhaps without knowing it”. Shocking as this may sound 
he contends that



I do not think that this fact should 
shock anyone. For the Christian, there 
is an essential agreement between 
Christianity and human nature. Hence 
the more deeply one penetrates into 
human nature, the more one finds oneself 
situated on the axes of the great truths 
of Christianity. An objection will be 
raised: You affirm this as a Christian, 
not as a philosopher. (However) the 
philosopher who compels himself to 
think only as a philosopher, places 
himself on the hither side of exper
ience in an infrahuman realm; but 
philosophy implies an exaltation of

77experience, not a castration of it.

On the level of the intersubjective, all of creation is 
available as the body of the divine: that which mediates the 
Absolute Presence to other existants. Given that Marcel 
grants a certain privileged authority to the incarnation of 
Christ, does a Marcelian theory of revelation allow for a 
duality of "natural" and "special*" revelation? I would argue 
that it does not, and that revelation in a Marcelian ontology 
is always natural and always special. Revelation is always 
natural because it always occurs within my existential hab
itat, and it is always special because it sheds extraordinary 
1ight upon the nature of my existence. This remains the case 
regardless of the medium of Absolute Presence. Theologically
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Marcel admits a special authority to the doctrine of Christ's
incarnation, but theology holds only limited implications
for reve1ation.78

Existence means co-existence, and co-existence entaiIs
the intersubjective relation of my body with other incarnate

79beings. God can only exist for me insofar as we are somehow 
physically related. This raises the problem which Gallagher 
describes as Marcel's "identification of existence and the
spatially related".80 This problem Marcel addressed in his 
doctrine of creative fidelity, and is the subject we will 
address in chapter three.
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would be mere madness to refuse to recognize the necessity, 
for the astronomer and the physicist in their specialized 
domains, of such dangerous manipulations. But the danger 
begins when such methods, which in themselves must always 
remain open to suspicion, are transferred from such domains 
to another domain..." p. 263.

13. Han Against Mass Society, p. 264, 265. "...the more we 
estrange ourselves from our neighbour, the more we are lost 
in a night in which we can no longer even distinguish being 
from non-being.” p. 264.

14. Man Against Mass Society, p. 267.

15. Man Against Mass Society.p . 267.

16. Kingston quotes Sartre as cal1ing Marcel a "clerk of the 
oppressors". Kingston, p. 57, 58. See also p. 86.

17. Marcel goes on to write that the aristocratic idea has 
today been "discredited, for the worst possible reasons, in 
the name of an egalitarianism that cannot stand up for a 
moment to critical thought". He quickly adds that "of course, 
(only) the content of this idea of aristocracy must be re
newed ." Man Against Mass Society, p. 267.

18. Man Against Mass Society, p. 267, 268. The aristocracies 
must be recreated because "we face the terrible fact that 
every levelling process must proceed downwards, to the base 
of the hierarchy; there is not, and cannot be, such a thing 
as ’levelling up’.” p. 268.

19. Marcel sees the "active expectation" of the groups demon
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Against Mass Society, p. 268.

20. Only as each group remains true to this call may it 
"remain a living group and avoid the morbid hardening that 
results from its becoming the seat of a sort of self-idol- 
atory.” Man Against Mass Society, p. 268.

21. It seems that for Marcel egalitarianism could only mean 
a quest for "sameness" rather than for equality. On account 
of this his political theory can be read as the work of an 
arch conservative, but such a reading I believe does not do 
Marcel justice. What Marcel condemned was the spirit of con
formism at the heart of all mass movements, and was at least 
as critical of such movements on the Right as he was of those 
on the Left. We read in Man Against Mass Society that "I 
have always been extrer;-:ly suspicious of a Christianity of 
the Right - I have always thought that such a Christianity 
runs the risk of distorting in the most sinister fashion
the true message of Christ. ..Only, I should 1 ike to add im
mediately that the men of the Right are very far from having 
a monopoly of the spirit of conformity and appeasement: there 
is a conformism of the Left, there are men of the Left who 
hold power in the world, there are ’right-thinking people’
(in the conformist sense of the phrase) on the Left as well 
as the Right..." p. 4.

22. Collins writes on this point that "Being is grasped in 
the first instance not through a purely rational determination 
but through its sensible presence... Sensation is metaphysically 
important not merely as a message but as a means of partici
pating in the existent universe. It insures our immediate 
presence in an ambience of existent things and specifies
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for exercising our proper activity.” Collins, p. 140.

23. "I am my body only in so far as for me the body is an 
essentially mysterious type of reality, irreducible to those 
determinate formulae to which it would be reducible if it 
could be considered merely as an object.” The Mystery of 
Being, vol. I., p. 103.

24. Creative Fidelity, p. 17.

25. Being and Having, (1976 ed.), p. 14.

26. ”...But note must be taken that the priority I thus 
ascribe to my body depends on the fact that my body is given 
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between me and my body does in fact colour al1 existential 
judgments.” Being and Having, ;197S ed.), p. 10.

27. Being and Having, (1976 ed.), p. 11.

28. This is not something I can experience, owing to the 
bond between me and my body which colours my existential 
judgment, but is something I can infer.

29. Being and Having, (1976 ed.), p. 72.

30. Being and Having, (1976 ed), p. 72.

31. Creative Fidelity, p . 17-21.

32. Creative Fidelity, p . 18.



33. Creative Fidelity, p. 20.

34. "...I mean that the universe tends to be annihilated in 
the measure that it overwhelms me - a fact forgotten whenever 
the attempt is made to crush man under the weight of any 
data of astronomical proportions." Creative Fidelity, p. 20,
21 .

35. Tragic Wisdom and Beyond, p . 224. In Creative Fidelity 
Marcel writes that "Propositions of the type 'Nothing exists’, 
'It is possible that nothing exists', need not be construed
as internally self-contradictory but rather as empty and 
meaningless." P. 15.

36. Creative Fidelity, p. 21.

37. "...there is no distinct haven to which I can repair 
outside of or within my body." Creative Fidelity, p. 20.

38. Creative Fidelity, p. 20.

39. The Mystery of Being, vol. II., p. 24, 25. "This presence 
will not, accordingly, allow itself to be reduced...either
to a simple aspect or to a co-ordination of inter-related 
aspects...(My body) is endowed with a density that is lived 
or felt; and in so far as I bring other things before me as 
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order." p. 25.

40. Being and Having, (1976 ed. ) , p . 14 .

41. "To withdraw into oneself is not to be for oneself nor 
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"On the Ontological Mystery", p. 450.

42. Creative Fidelity, p . 19.

43 . Being and Having, (1975 ed. ), P . 13 .
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47. Being and Having, (1976 ed.), p. 12.

48. Being and Having, (1976 ed.), p. 12.

49. Tragic Wisdom and Beyond, p . 120.
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51. Creative Fidelity, p. 20.



52. Tragic Wisdom and Beyond, p. 122. In "one of the most 
revealing moments in my entire work", the final scene of his 
drama L*Emissaire, he has the character Antoine Sorgue say:

There is one thing I discovered after the death of my 
parents - that which summons us to survive is actually what 
sustains us. And those whom we have never stopped loving 
with the best of ourselves become like an immense skyscape, 
invisible yet somehow felt, under which we move forward, 
always more divided from ourselves, toward the instant where 
everything will be enveloped in love.

In Le Secret dans les iles (Paris: Plan, 1969), 
p. 269. Above translation by Marcel, Tragic Wisdom and 
Beyond, p. 130.

Marcel adds: "These remarks lead to a recognition of 
something basic which Heidegger has in no wâ ! suspected 
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of a theoretical but of an existential solipsism. (I would 
say almost the same for Sartre.) This is the fact that, most 
profoundly, the consideration of one's own death is surpassed 
by the consideration of the death of a loved one." p. 131.
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and deepens the effect of this presence almost unfathomably 
in our lives. This seems to me to have almost inexhaustable 
consequences, if only for the relationships between the 1iving 
and the dead." "On the Ontological Mystery", p. 458.

54. The Mystery of Being, vol. II, p. 61. This would appear 
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more idealistic argument, that only disinterested love is 
strong enough to operate in the realm of presence because 
it is no longer governed by desire. "Perhaps only absolutely 
disinterested love is susceptible of affecting the Thou." 
Metaphysical Journal, p. 233.
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55. "We might say that presence is always dependent on an 
experience which is at the same time irreducible and vague, 
the sense of existing, of being in the world." Homo Viator,
P. 15.

56. "On the Ontological Mystery", p. 458.

57. The Mystery of Being, vol. II, p. 24.

58. The Mvsterv of Being, vol. II, p. 24.

59. Tragic Wisdom and Beyond, p. 229.
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sibility of abstracting ourselves in some way from existence 
or of placing ourselves outside existence in order to behold 
it. But what we are able to behold are objects, things which 
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sort; existence is prior. Of course, when I speak of the 
priority of existence, I do not mean the priority of existence 
with respect to essence - But what is more important for me 
is the affirmation that existence is not only given, it is 
giving - however paradoxical this sounds. That is, existence 
is the very condition of any thinking whatsoever.

Tragic Wisdom and Beyond, p. 221.

61. Tragic Wisdom and Beyond, p. 180.

62. Tragic Wisdom and Bevond. p. 180.

63. Metaphysical Journal, p. 159; Tragic Wisdom and Beyond, 
P. 180.



2A

64. Creative Fidelity, p. 36. " it must be conceded that 
they are in a sense more inadequate than those which are 
conferred on the humblest and most ephemeral creature in our 
world.” p. 37.

65. Creative Fidelity, p. 37.

66. Creative Fidelity- p . 32.

67. Creative Fidelity, p . 32. ..it is his absence which
allows me to objectify him, to reason about him as though 
he were a nature or given essence." p. 32, 33.

68. Creative Fidelity, p. 32.

69. Tragic Wisdom and Beyond. p. 181.

70. Tragic Wisdom and Beyond, p . 181.

71. Marcel adds that "while philosophical thought was able 
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and Beyond, p. 181.

72. "The world as constituted for a self-in-general is a 
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sitions - but it does not exist." Gallagher, The Philosophy 
of Gabriel Marcel, p . 16.

73. Gallagher, The Philosophy of Gabriel Marcel, p. 17.

74. Being and Having, (1976 ed), p. 31, 32.
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75. Creative Fidelity, p. 79.

76. Creative Fidelity, p . 79.

77. Creative Fidelity, p . 79, 80

78. Theology is always a "speaking of", which attempts to 
systematize the revelatory "speaking with". Marcel writes 
that "this incarnation, mine and yours, is to that other 
Incarnation, to the dogma of the Incarnation, as philosophical 
mysteries are to revealed mysteries." Tragic Wisdom and 
Beyond, p. 80.

79. "Existence... is participation insofar as participation 
cannot be objectified." Creative Fidelity, p. 23.

80. Gallagher, The Philosophv of Gabriel Marcel, p. 17.



III - FIDELITY

Fidelitv Versus Memory

Death, according to Marcel, can be considered as the 
ultimate test of presence. Any test of presence - any break 
in any I/Thou relation - tests the commitment to being of 
individuals who have discovered a resource of being while 
in relation to others. The I/Thou encounter may be fleeting : 
it may be established "in a look, a smile, an intonation or 
a handshake"; Marcel's test of presence is discovering how 
the relation may remain a valid entré to being once the en
counter has ended.

Creative fidelity is Marcel's term for remaining true 
to a departed presence. He writes that creative fidelity
is "at the very centre of the realm of the metaproblematical",

2and so it is al1 the more difficult to capture conceptually.
As it is both creative and faithful, creative fidelity is a 
means of preserving presence without resorting to definition 

(for if a presence were defined it would be delimited, becoming
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possessed and powerless and less than a presence). If I 
am to remain true to the presence of another, then that 
presence must remain for me undefined. In his essay "On the 
Ontological Mystery" Marcel writes:

Presence is mystery in the exact 
measure in which it is presence.
Now fidelity is the active per
petuation of presence, the re
newal of its benefits - of its 
virtue, which consists in a mys
terious incitement to create... 
we may be helped by the consid
eration of aesthetic creative
ness; for if artistic creation 
is conceivable, it can only be 
on condition that the world is 
present to the artist a cer
tain way - present to his heart 
and to his mind, present to his 
very being.3

I do not remain true to presence by trying to capture
it in memory: "it is of the nature of presence as presence
to be uncircumscribed",4 and memory may be considered a cir
cumscription insofar as it is established in the mastery 
of an object by a subject so as to recal1 a reasonable like
ness of the object. I can have a memory only of an object,



but a presence I experience solely on the level of the inter- 
subjective. Creative fidelity respects the intersubjectivity 
of presence insofar as it frustrates objectification. A 
clear memory is ’’the carefully preserved effigy of an object 
which has vanished."^ Marcel goes on to write:

An effigy is, when al1 is said 
and done, nothing but a like
ness; metaphysically it is less 
than the object, it is a dim
inution of the object. Whereas 
presence, on the contrary, is 
more than the object, it exceeds 
the object on every side.6

An effigy is powerless apart from the power I invest it 
with. It is lifeless, except insofar as I animate it. My 
memory of a departed friend is not my friend: it is become 
my puppet. Because I exercise authority over my memories 
of another (in the priority, selection and evaluation of my 
remembrances) there is a good deal of myself in every memory 
of someone or something which is ostensibly other than myself. 
This "presence" of myself in my memory of another is not 
intersubjectivity, for intersubjectivity is characterized 
by mutuality, and memory by my mastery of another through 
objectification. Perhaps this suggests that the sharper 
the subject's memory of another becomes then the further the
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subject objectifies him or herself, and in the process frus
trates the meaning of existence by retreating from a 1ife 
with others to a life with objects. In so much as I possess 
my memory it cannot surprise me (a puppet can only react 
to the will of its master), and thus there is no sense in 
which I need to be vulnerable to it. Indeed, there is no 
way I can be.

Creative fidelity meant for Marcel the continuity of 
the I/Thou relation, even though the thou with whom I shared 
the relation has departed or perhaps even died. The relation 
must as always be established with a vulnerabi1ity to the 
mystery of presence. Marcel contends that presence "is a 
kind of influx: it depends upon us to be permeable to this 
influx, but not to tel1 the truth, to call it forth. Creative 
fidelity consists in maintaining ourselves actively in a

7permeable state."
The presence to whom I am creatively faithful can and 

must be able to surprise me, for it remains as a mystery 
encountered within a 1iving relationship. There is a recip
rocity between the I and the Thou which does not exist between 
the I and the It, and this holds true in a relationship of 
creative fidelity. "There is no commitment purely from my 
side", Marcel writes in Being and Having, "it always implies 
that the other being has a hold on me. All commitment is 
a response." This would include an ultimate commitment to



the Absolute Thou.
Memory of revelation should not therefore be considered 

revelatory, for it is a diminution of the I/Absolute Thou 
encounter through attempted objectification. In a revelatory 
encounter there is commitment from both sides: both the "I" 
and the Absolute Thou are vulnerable to some measure of self
disclosure . The memory of revelation (which can take many 
forms, including credal confessions, catechisms and the ob
jectification of the miraculous) is important for communication 
both within and without of the confessing community, but to 
substitute any such memories (possibly arranged as an invo
cational systematic) for the living intersubjective relation 
is to become unavailable to revelation altogether. In re
velation I am gripped by the Absolute Thou; in a memory of 
the same revelatory encounter it is the Absolute Thou whom 
I am attempting to grasp. My memory of the Absolute Thou 
wi11 probably bear some 1ikeness, but it cannot give me any
thing fresh. It cannot surprise me.

Commitment implies the other has a hold on me. This 
presumes my vulnerabi1ity to the other, and I can be vulnerable 
only if in some manner I love the Thou. For Marcel the 1/
Thou is established in love, and the relationship persists 
so long as I remain faithful in exercising my love for the 
Thou.



Fidelity And Love

Marcel's notion of creative fidelity is concerned with 
the subject’s remaining faithful to presence, and a subject 
remains faithful to presence in so much as he or she loves 
the Thou of the intersubjective encounter. In The Mystery 
of Being Marcel writes that to declare "You - you at least 
will not die", means that "because I love you, because I 
affirm you as being, there is something in you which can 
bridge the abyss that I vaguely call ’death'". He goes on 
to write that:

(here) we reach the crucial point 
of this involved enquiry: from 
the moment when my affirmation 
becomes love, it resigns in 
favour of that which is affirmed, 
of the thing which is asserted 
in its substantial value. This 
is precisely what love is; it 
cannot be divorced from this 
resignation. In other words, 
love is the active refusal 
to treat itself as subjective, 
and it is in this refusal that 
it cannot be separated from

1 0faith; in fact it is faith.



"Between love and intelligence", Marcel asserts in Man
! 1 1Against Mass Society, "there can be no real divorce." Love

is not "grafted onto" the affirmation of being: my affirmation
1 2must become love if I am to remain faithful to presence.

By faithfully loving the presence of being (and so resigning
myself in favour of that whom I assert) I "cease all efforts

13to fit it into my logical index". Fitting it in my logical 
index would mean that I possess it, destroying presence in 
the process.

Faithfully loving the departed presence "multiplies and
deepens the effect of this presence almost unfathomably in

1 4our lives". Indeed, given the framework of a Marcelian 
ontology the term "departed presence" makes no sense at all: 
the presence of being is either embraced mtersubjectively 
or annihilated in objectivity. Whoever appears to me as 
presence is presence for me only so long as I love that 
person. Recalling Marcel's identification of love with
fidelity, and noting that "fidelity is ontological in its

1 5principle because it prolongs presence”, then once I have 
stopped loving the presence that presence ceases to be, at 
least so far as I am concerned. The Thou who appeared to me 
as the presence of being can again appear to me or to another 
subject as a presence, but nor as the presence which first 
appeared to me, as presence is necessarily conditioned by 
the particulars of the intersubjective union in which it
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flourishes.
The power of a loving fidelity to prolong presence holds

for Marcel "almost inexhaustable consequences, if only for
1 6the relationships between the 1iving and the dead". How 

here does death appear to Marcel, and what precisely does 
it signify for his ontology and a theory of revelation?
Marcel’s description of death as the ultimate test of presence 
could be misconstrued as implying that he viewed death as 
something essentially positive (a wonderful opportunity for 
personal growth, perhaps!). Quite to the contrary, Marcel
goes so far as to consider the possibi1ity that death and

1 7evi1 may be synonomous. In a Marcelian ontology, al1 that 
which promotes separation, though not necessarily evi1, is 
necessarily not inherently good. Death, the separation of 
the 1iving from the once-having-1ived, can be considered as 
evi1 in as much as death is nothing other than separation.
With death, there is a certain ultimacy of separation which 
may be said to sound the depths of our brokenness.

Marcel recognizes the ultimacy of death but at the same 
time transcends it. This he does by his discernment of two 
modalities to existence: the subject/object opposition and 
the intersubjective relation. The death of an object is an 
objective phenomenon. A presence need not die with the 
object because the intersubjective relation of presence to 
presence is one which is irreducible to a subject/object



opposition. In intersubjectivity, there can be no "Thou" 
apart from the "I" to whom the "Thou" appears, and neither 
can the "I" exist (recalling that existence entaiIs co-exis
tence) without the "Thou". Beyond that, intersubjective 
participation creates a "We", and imparts to it a life which 
transcends that of each component subjects. The ontological 
sum may be said to be greater than its existential parts : 
this is a given, considering Marcel's doctrine of ontological 
deficiency. It follows that Marcel describes al1 acts of 
creation (of which intersubjective participation is the
first) as acts which "always...create at a level above

1 — t# 1 8  oneself .
Early on in Being and Having Marcel asks "What is a dead 

man? A man who is no longer even elsewhere, no longer any
where . But thought about him is the active denial of his

1 9extinction." This thought Marcel captures in the dictum,
20"Denying of space - denying of death". The denial of space 

is significant, given the prominence of incarnate being in 
Marcel's ontology. Presence is inextricably 1 inked to in- 
carate being, but should the physical bond to incarnate being 
be broken it can be re-established through spatial-denying, 
disincarnate thought. Denial of space seems conceptually 
to be somewhat idealistic, but denial of space is the core 
meaning of creative fideiity.

Creative fidelity denies death, but can it be said to



actually overcome it? The denial does nothing to change 
the situation of the deceased, though it sustains for Marcel 
the intersubjective "We" which enjoys a 1ife beyond that of 
any objective situation. In the realm of intersubjectivity, 
in which death appears as the test of presence, the answer 
is not as immediately clear as the "No" in the realm of ob
jectivity, for another question arises: should the test of 
presence be conceptualized as death, insofar as the inter
subjective "We" transcends the objective situation which we 
immediately recognize as death? To put it siightly differen
tly, does not intersubjectivity from the very beginning 
transcend death (just as intersubjectivity transcends life 
by creating at a level above it), and if it does, then how 
can death be possibly understood as a test of the intersub
jective presence? I believe the answer can only be found 
in an examination of the tenuous nature of intersubjective 
transcendence. Because participation in being is such a 
fragile thing for Marcel, it would be nonsense for him to 
think of someone having "arrived" at some transcendent state. 
Intersubjectivity may transcend death from the very beginning, 
but I cannot spend my life exclusively in intersubjectivity 
and may shift quite suddenly from one modality to the other, 
so my fidelity to presence is always open to any test, in
cluding the ultimate test.



Fidelity And Betrayal

In his essay "On the Ontological Mystery”, Marcel writes 
that creative fidelity amounts to:

the active recognition of something 
permanent, not formally, after 
the manner of a law, but ontologically; 
in this sense, it refers invariably 
to a presence, or to something 
which can be maintained within 
us as a presence, but which, ipso 
facto, can be just as well ignored, 
forgotten, and obi iterated; and 
this reminds us of that menace 
of betrayal which, to my mind,

-J

overshadows our whole world.

Marcel always couples being with the potential for being' 
betrayal. This is because participation is necessarily the 
responsibility of a free creature. He writes in The Mystery 
of Being that ”the intersubjective can only be acknow1edged
freely, and that implies further that it is always within

n 2our power to deny it”."
The betrayal of presence is the negation of fidelity.

It would most 1ikely manifest itself in objectification
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(demonstrated by the shiftfrom "I belong to you" to "You 
belong to me"), but objectification does not exhaust the 
possibilities for betrayal. Marcel considers that a perver
sion of the intersubjective relationship is possible, so 
that I may give myself over to that which actually negates 
me :

It would be appropriate to ask
whether that value (to which I
belong) may not be negative,
whether a being cannot therefore
belong to Evil, Hate or to the
Devil. In my opinion this
possibility cannot be lightly
dismissed; it seems plain that
our structure is capable of
being totally perverted, for a
human being is capable of
devotion to what seems to be
a positive principle but what
is in reality a radical negation

23of such principle.

Betrayal on this scale is not simply a betrayal of a 
particular presence, but amounts to a total reJ-ection. 
of being altogether. This betrayal is nihilistic in as much 
as it is an "I/Anti-Thou" relationship, and the negativity 
of the Anti-Thou to whom I belong destroys me. Rather than 
filling me with being, the Anti-Thou empties me. Given the
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scale of such betrayal and that it is a perversion of the 
resource of being, the Anti-Thou might more accurately be 
described as an "Anti-Absolute Thou". Love, which binds me 
to being, is here replaced by a hatred of being which binds 
me to its negation.

Marcel writes that this negative fidelity (which negates 
the meaning of fidelity by being faithful to its negation) 
can arise out of "devotion to what seems to be a positive 
principle”. He is not altogether clear on this point, but 
he seems to suggest that the subject who belongs "to Evi1,
Hate or to the Devil" need not be aware of the relation's 
negativity, and may perhaps of necessity be unaware. By 
holding to a form of faith, the negative fidelity may give 
assurance to the subject that he or she is actually affirming 
being, while actually the opposite is the case. If this is 
the case, then the "I/Anti-Absolute Thou" relation mimics 
the revelatory relation, and the "I" remains wholly ignorant 
of the deception.

The question may rightly be asked: On what basis can 
Marcel judge revelatory relations? Is there any philosophical 
criteria for such judgements, or are such judgements 
confessional, and so are shaped according to the contours 
of his Catholicism? Marcel offers philosophical criteria 
which are determined confessionally, and these will be 
detailed as we examine Marcel's implications of fidelity 
for revelation.



Fidelitv And Revelation

Fidelity, when fulfilling its meaning as a 1 ink to being, 
is always fidelity to uncircumscribed presence. Absolute 
fidelity is faithfulness to uncircurascribed, Absolute Presence. 
What are the implications of fidelity for the revelatory 
relation, if the divine presence is as elusive as Marcel 
suggests? How can I be faithful to a presence who, uni ike 
every other presence, never appears to me as an object? Can 
there plausibly be a theory of revelation in a Marcelian 
ontology, or would any such theory be nothing more than an 
attempt to objectify the eternally non-objectifiable Thou?

I do not remain true to presence, Marcel telIs me, by 
shaping an effigy in its 1ikeness. Similitude is not suf
ficient; the effigy lacks the life which initially drew me 
towards a "Thou" rather than an "It". To fashion an effigy 
of a "Thou" is, almost 1iterally, a sad thing. To make an 
effigy of the Absolute Thou is sad as well as preposterous, 
for the Absolute Thou (who appears to me both as the presence 
of the divine and the fulness of being) can never be objec
tified and possessed as some thing. What tools and materials 
have I to shape the likeness of Someone who refuses to be had? 
God, it would appear Marcel be1ieves, is an iconoclast.

"Divine effigies" in the Christian tradition can arise
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from devotion to creed, scripture or any particular incar
nation of the divine (I say "can arise" because whether or 
not something becomes an effigy depends upon the attitude 
of the subject rather than the structure of the thing). In 
an attempt to preserve the divine presence, the encounter 
which is beyond objectivity is translated into an objective 
formula, leaving a memory of the divine but 1ittle else. 
Kenneth Gallagher writes that, for Marcel, "the transcendent 
is not a supreme 'thing* but the eternal and absolute thou 
at the heart of al1 communion. Unless the transcendent is

25so conceived, we are in danger of falling into idolatory." 
Attempts to objectify the divine presence by constructing 
an effigy is idolatrous, because the effigy (the pseudo-divine 
object) becomes the object of devotion.

I cannot simultaneously participate in an intersubjective 
relationship with a Thou while I objectify the Thou in effigy. 
In the same manner, I may make an idol of the Absolute Thou 
only once the revelatory relation has ceased and I have failed 
to perpetuate the divine presence. Revelation demands par
ticipation; it is a "being with" God. To use the analogy 
of speech, idolatory may be understood as the confusion of 
speaking of God with speaking with God. Similarly, fidelity 
to an idol may possibly be understood as the misidentification 
of believing that with believing in. "Believing that", Marcel 
takes to mean opinion or conviction; "believing in” speaks 
of a commitment to that towards which life is directed (of



course for Marcel the valid direction is towards a "Thou” 
rather than a "That”). For example, perhaps I may believe 
that God has acted in such-and-such a way, but if I substitute 
that conviction for my availability to the divine presence 
then I rob my faith of that which gives it life. Marcel 
writes that:

If I believe in something, it means that 
I place myself at the disposal of some
thing, or again that I pledge myself 
fundamentally, and this pledge affects 
not only what I have but also who I am.
In a modern phi1osophica1 vocabulary, 
this could be expressed by saying that 
to belief is attached an existential 
index which, in principle, is completely 
lacking to conviction. Even if my con
viction concerned the nature or worth 
or merits of a certain person, one would 
certainly be wrong in saying that, in 
as much as it was a conviction, it implied 
on my part anything resembling a pledge 
to that person.

Marcel goes on to tel1 us that the pledge an individual
makes to presence may be understood by the metaphor of rallying
to someone’s side. "If I believe in, I rally to; with that
sort of interior gathering of oneself which the act of rallying

27implies." By my rallying to the one in whom I believe I



exhibit my confidence in that individual; a confidence which 
Marcel desires to avoid confusing with conviction. Confidence, 
unlike conviction, can only be held "in a reality which is
capable of functioning as a ’toi', of being invoked, of being

28something to which one can have recourse". My confidence
in the Thou amounts to my saying that "I am sure you will
not betray my hope, that you will respond to it, that you

29will fulfill it". Because the Thou is beyond my control I
can only trust the Thou to honour my faith. The greater my
trust for the Thou, the greater my unconditiona1 vulnerability
to the Thou, and "the more unconditiona1 my faith is, the

30more genuine it will be". My confidence in a Thou, and my
absolute confidence in the Absolute Thou, "goes beyond what
has strictly speaking been given to me, it is a jump, a bet -

31and, like all bets, it can be lost".
At this point perhaps we should address the problem of 

theory. How is it possible to speak of a Marcelian theory 
of revelation, given that theoretical reflection necessarily 
objectifies and revelation is necessarily non-objectifiable?
It is indeed possible, but only if the theory is accepted 
as a translation of belief (understanding belief as trust) 
into the language of conviction. If I may speak with a Thou 
then I may speak of that Thou, but obviously that which I 
speak is not the Thou. Similarly, if I may speak with the 
Absolute Thou then I may speak of the Absolute Thou, but that



which I speak is certainly not revelatory. Marcel writes 
that translation of this sort "will be effected in so far 
as I am led to discuss my belief with another person", and
that "this other person may be simply one's own interlocutor". 
Such translation is not only possible, it is absolutely 
necessary that I use the language of conviction to account

33for my belief, if I care to give any accounting of it at all.
The translation renders the "I believe” assertion (which may 
amount to nothing more than exc1amations such as "Oh !” or 
"Ah!”, which "transcend any thought-content"34) in the form 
of the "I think"; thus translation allows for both revelation 
and a non-revelatory theory of revelation. I have faith in 
God, which, when communicated, is expressed as conviction.
To have faith in my conviction, however, is the beginning 
of idolatory.

A question arises when considering the possibilities for 
creative fidelity to the Absolute Thou: is there any standard 
whatsoever against which creative faithfulness can be measured? 
To put it another way, is there any method by which I can 
ascertain whether or not my creativity is being truly faithful 
to the divine presence?

There is no witness for the faithfulness of creative 
fidelity other than the witness of my creative testimony.
Because Marcel holds God to be Creator and the source of 
all creativity (appreciating Marcel’s distinction between

32
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creation and production ), then the nearer I draw to God 
the more creative my testimony will become. The more creative 
my fidelity, the less 1ikely I am to degrade presence into 
an effigy by making it the slave of my memory.

It must be stressed that because of Marcel's distinction 
between creation and production, we cannot think of creativity 
in a Marcelian sense as licence to imagine anything whatsoever 
about presence. Such imagination is a production; it has 
no necessary focus on being and imputes qualities,from out
side of the intersubjective relation, upon presence. Pro
duction is an "acting upon" something, but Marcel writes
that "creation is never a production; it implies an active

3 6receptivity". The more creative I am in my testimony, the 
more open I will become to the one of whom I testify.

Fidelity And The Presence Of Absence

Marcel contends that because creative fidelity implies
active receptivity, therefore "any ideal ist interpretation

37(of creative fidelity) must be resolutely rejected". I can
not agree with Marcel on this point. I find the notion of 
the perserverance of presence, as detailed by Marcel, as 
being implicitly idealistic.

The chief difficulty I have here with Marcel is that

35
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in his attempt to perpetuate participation with presence 
once the Thou has departed he seems to contradict the exis
tential given for participation, namely the incarnation of 
being. Creative fidelity is intersubjective, but the Thou 
is no longer present for me bodily. Marcel does not allow 
the Thou to be a disincarnate phantom, but what is it? Is 
the Thou somehow "re-incarnated" in another, or does the 
remaining subject incarnate the Thou within him or herself? 
Marcel alludes to the latter when he writes that "the Christian 
idea of an indwel1ing of Christ in the man who is completely 
faithful to Him, (is) an idea which corresponds exactly in
the religious order to the position which I am trying to

38define on the philosophical plane". I can see this on the 
level of the revelatory, I/Absolute Thou relation, because 
any created thing may incarnate the divine presence. If al1 
of creation can be understood as the body of God in the world 
(meaning simply that God does not appear to the creation un
mediated somehow by the creation), then creative fidelity 
to the divine presence need not be idealistic at all. The 
principle of incarnation is honoured, because God is not 
physically 1imited to a single incarnate form. This is not 
the case for any other Thou.

Every Thou other than the Absolute Thou is 1imited to a 
single incarnate form. Creative fidelity to a Thou is fun
damentally different than fidelity to the Absolute Thou, be-



cause the Thou is determined spatially and temporally by a
particular incarnation. In fact, the Thou is not a Thou un-

39less the Thou is so determined. I fai1 to see how Marcel 
can avoid the idealization of the Thou, given the limits he 
places on its incarnate appearance. The Thou, unlike the 
Absolute Thou, is at home only in a solitary body. Once 
that body has departed, the Thou cannot be re-incarnated in 
another. I believe this is the testimony of experience.

Is it possible to perpetuate the presence of a Thou, 
given the existential limitations of the Thou to a single 
incarnation? I believe it is, but only if the presence is 
understood as the presence of an absence. Absence Marcel 
considers as a negation of being: a loss of some ontological 
weight. I believe that the ontological weight may still 
register, and perhaps be felt even more strongly, once it 
has passed by. Should a close friend unexpectedly die I am 
immediately struck by the friend’s absence, but the absence 
has a palpability I cannot feel at the death of a stranger.
My friend was once here, now he is not. The absence engages 
me. The absence is here: it is no longer here when I have 
only the memory of absence.

The presence of absence is felt as negativity, but it 
is not the negation of being. Such an understanding I believe 
does justice to the necessary impermanence of I/Thou relation
ships . On one level I certainly view absence as loss, but



on a deeper level being is not really mine to lose. The 
ontological link which is established in intersubjectivity 
is one which grips me, and though I can frustrate the purpose 
of being and deny the I/Thou for sake of the I/It, I do not 
believe I can lose the Thou. To speak of losing the Thou 
implies for me a certain objectivity on the intersubjective 
level rather than a degradation to the objective, as if I'd 
lost my grip on some thing. This is by definition an im- 
possibility.

Perpetuating the presence of absence is not a call to 
perpetual grief. If our friendship was deep, the absence 
of my friend will be felt in the marks our relationship left 
on my life. The marks may be such things as his introducing 
me to the work of a particular artist or encouraging me to 
pursue certain goals. As I enjoy the artworks and pursue 
the goals I will feel my friend's absence, but I should 
be able to celebrate his continuing impact on my life. I 
incarnate these marks of our relationship: I cannot incarnate 
my deceased friend.

Certainly absence sounds colder than presence, but I 
believe that such a concept respects both the ontological 
weight of the Thou and the existential termini of death and 
separation. It is not as bold as crying "You - you at least 
will not die”, but I believe it to be more honest and almost 
as hopeful1 to say "You - you at least will be missed".
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I think it is possible that quite literally the last thing
we want in the world is to be missed. Facing our mortality
we want to leave our marks, so that our absence will be felt

41once we are gone. Those marks face the test of death, but 
it is the test of absence, and not of presence.
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32. The Mvsterv of Being, vol. II, p. 78.

33. "To the extent to which I am concerned to account for 
my belief, I am obliged to treat it as a conviction. That 
sentence encloses a point of very great importance; because
it puts in its right place the idea that a belief is something 
different from a conviction." The Mystery of Being, vol. II,
P. 78.

34. The Mystery of Being, vol. I, p. Ill.

35. "We go wrong when we confuse creating with producing.
That which is essential in the creator is the act by which 
he places himself at the disposal of something which, no 
doubt in one sense depends upon him for its existence, but 
which at the same time appears to him to be beyond what he
is and what he judged himself capable of drawing directly and 
immediately from himself." Homo Viator, p. 25.

36. The Mvsterv of Being. vol. II, P. 139.

37. The Mystery of Being, vol. II, P. 139.

38. The Mvsterv of Being, vol. II, P. 139.

39. Gallagher writes that "there is an easily perceived 
parallel between participation on the level of personal 
communion and participation on the level of corporeality.
Just as the enclosing spatial universe founds me as corporeal 
existent, so the enclosing universe of intersubjectivity 
founds me as spiritual existent. If I were to consider my
self apart from these participations, what would I be?" The 
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40. It is impossible because possession immediately negates 
intersubjective participation.

41. Marcel raises the possibility of conceiving of existence 
(that is, being in the world) as a "being-against-death". 
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so that communities of faith may arise which confess a fidelity 
to the God glimpsed in revelation. The only test for revelation 
can be the test of the intersubjective relation, and that is 
of the affirmation of being. The closer I draw to the Absolute 
Being, the more I should sense an inner integrality. If God 
is the Absolute Resource, then if I know God I should know 
a fulness of being. Of course it is recalled that revelatory 
knowledge may be compared to a lightening flash; it is 
impermanent, but if I am drawing close to God then I should 
have had some experience of encroaching upon my resource.

The revelatory dialogue is also a human dialogue. This 
is the lesson of Marcel’s theory of incarnation. God speaks 
to me only in a creaturely voice. Incarnation, when it is 
understood as divine incarnation, refers to God's radical 
engagement with creation. I do not need to transcend existence 
in order to meet the Transcendent. If God is incarnate and 
all of creation is available as God’s body, then the Trans
cendent becomes for me both the Immanent and the Immediate.

Revelation could perhaps be illustrated musically as a 
duet. Music Marcel held to be the most complete art on account 
of its pointing to a harmony only imperfectly realized in 
life. Revelation is a harmonizing of intersubjective vulner- 
abi1ities of the most profound kind. Though it may be con
sidered far safer to play alone the old familiar tunes, "playing 
together", Marcel's Ariadne telIs us, "is the most intoxicating 
thing I know..."
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