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INTRODUCTION:
Unthinkable Thoughts-Nots

"Think Naught"

"How Not to Think God"

"How to Do Nothing with Words"

"Nothing Ending Nothing"1

What has been left unthought? Nothing.

Mark C. Taylor has been asking the above question, and reflecting upon the answer, in 

his writings for at least the last fifteen years. The question appears with Kierkegaard: what 

has Hegel's speculative philosophy excluded?; the answer unexpectedly appears in Hegel: 

nothing. The question of the way in which this nothing is to be understood creates an opening 

for previously unthinkable philosophical and theological discussion. It is important to stage 

the context of this unthinkable thought.

The "Family Tree"

Taylor was not the first to address this manner of thinking. Heidegger, in his essay 

"The End of Philosophy and the Task of Thinking," asks what ontotheology (the thought- 

search for the ultimate ground) has left unthought.2 And it may be said of Derrida that his 

persistent question to the history of Western philosophy is: what has been forgotten? Derrida's 

thinking is an attempt to solicit the (impossible)3 return of the repressed.4 But to distance 

oneself from a particular tradition in order to critically address it is, at the same time, a 

drawing near and receiving the inheritance, an embracing of a legacy that was not chosen but,
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rather, a being chosen. Taylor is given the Western philosophical/theological tradition as his 

inheritance and he receives it and fashions himself within it. This is not merely the work of 

fate, but also a conscious strategy on Taylor's part. Just as Kierkegaard understood that to 

oppose Hegel's system would result in its reinforcement and therefore moved to disrupt it from 

within5, so Taylor writes to wrestle with his heritage in its own terms.6 Taylor interacts with 

his philosophical/theological "relatives" as their descendant. He is them, they are him, and he 

is not them, they are not him.7

While the distinction between philosophy and theology is not clear in Taylor's writings, 

it is nonetheless important, as a means toward orienting Taylor's project and my study of it, to 

name a few of Taylor's philosophical and theological influences. The two I will be focussing 

on are Hegel and Kierkegaard. Hegel's philosophy is a sustained effort to preserve both 

identity and difference. Such an effort emerges out of a dissatisfaction with both Kant's 

"philosophy of reflection" which emphasizes difference at the expense of identity, and 

Schelling's "identity philosophy" which privileges identity by reducing difference to mere 

appearance.8 The Hegelian insight that dialectics always involves negation, or put in a 

slightly different manner, that repression is always the companion of privilege9, has remained 

with Taylor and become for him a mark of orientation. It is on account of this insight that 

Taylor can ask what remains forgotten, repressed, and unthought, asking this question not only 

of Hegel himself, but also of thinkers after Hegel. What Taylor discovers has remained 

unthought is negation itself, and he therefore takes up the task of thinking negation.10

Along this way, Taylor discovers Kierkegaard as one who has wrestled with Hegel 

before him, and from this fore-father he learns some important lessons. First of all, the idea 

of winning the wrestling match must be understood as an impossibility.11 Against Hegel one 

always fails since for Hegel all particular thought is but a part of an all-inclusive whole. It 

does not make sense within Hegelian philosophy to think something beyond the whole. But 

such a failure is, in fact, the only chance of success, of remaining after Hegel. For the failure 

lies not so much with the thinking, as with the inability of the system to comprehend all
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thought. The insight that Taylor gleans from Kierkegaard is that Hegel's (supposedly all- 

inclusive) system is disrupted from within by that which is excluded. The system presupposes 

that which it cannot contain. The thought of the whole rests upon a prior thinking which is a 

thinking not. This paradox wounds the whole of Hegelian philosophy.12 Since, for Hegel, 

there is no inconceivable otherness, Taylor’s task is to think it.

If Hegel and Kierkegaard are Taylor's "grandparents," so to speak, Derrida is a 

"parent." At one point in his writing Taylor explicitly states that he is rethinking Hegel and 

Kierkegaard with the help of Derrida.13 Derrida has- like Taylor- been concerned with the 

shape and possibility of philosophy after Hegel, which issues in a preoccupation with the 

repression of difference. Derrida maintains that while Hegel has tried to think both identity 

and difference, he has not thought the difference that divides identities,14 or, more precisely, 

that Hegel has not asked what the condition of possibility for identity is. The answer may be 

found (though in veiled form) in Hegel himself: difference. For Hegel, the understanding, 

through reflection, establishes opposites, differences and distinctions, which reason then 

integrates.15 However, on a slightly different reading, it appears that identity, which is always 

integrated (unity of opposites), is, finally, secondary to difference. Difference returns, then, 

not merely as a category for that which is an effect of a primal unity, but rather as difference 

itself: a transcendental. Kevin Hart explains:

at the level of the transcendental we have a mode of difference which precedes the 
notion of identity; it cannot be recuperated by identity, as in Hegel's formulation; it is 
difference as such or, in Derrida's radical refinement, differance. Since it precedes all 
relation to presence or identity, differance can be neither self-present nor self-identical; 
it is never constituted, only ever constituting.. .16

Taylor makes use of two Derridean strategies. The first is a strategy of reading 

(deconstructive reading) which opens up a text to meanings implicit but not explicit in the text 

itself. Thus, a reading of Hegel which yields the priority of difference disrupts all readings of 

Hegel where difference is secondary to an original identity. In this way Derrida, and Taylor
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after him, think the difference Hegel has left unthought. The second strategy borrowed from 

Derrida is a manner of speaking: the repressed always returns as a transcendental though often 

bearing the name of that which it conditions. As Hart says of Derrida that he is "forced to... 

use the discourse of phenomenality to talk about the condition of possibility of phenomena."17 

In this fashion Taylor reads Hegel in terms of the nothing speculative philosophy cannot think 

such that nothing returns as the transcendental condition of possibility for everything.

Taylor also has three "uncles," each theologians, two of Hegelian personality (Altizer 

and Tillich), the other of Kierkegaardian (Barth). He hails Thomas J J .  Altizer as "our most 

important death of God theologian,"18 which is to say that no theologian after Hegel has 

worked out the radical immanence- the total presence here and now - of the divine to the 

extent that has Altizer. In Hegelian fashion, radical immanence is possible only by the death of 

the transcendent God. For Tillich, while not a "death of God" theologian, God is the identity 

which makes possible all reunion and is, therefore, always present. For both Altizer and 

Tillich God is present/presence. Taylor, however, reads the death of God not as the 

realization of the Parousia, but as its impossibility. The death of God becomes a springboard 

for a certain thinking: thinking the possibility of God as other than identity and thinking the 

impossibilty of presence.19 Taylor writes:

Instead of the condition of possibility of presence, the death of God, which is always on 
its way, might be the condition of the impossibility of presence. The impossibility of 
presence, which is never simply absent, marks the erasure of all presence that can be 
faithfully represented. The trace of this erasure is the deferral of the Parousia— a 
deferral, which, as infinite, marks and remarks the timelessness of time itself.20

Taylor asks what it is that Altizer and Tillich, (the theologians of divine presence, however 

different they may be in other respects), have not thought? The answer: the impossibility of 

presence. Taylor, then, attempts to think this impossibility.

Karl Barth, on the other hand, rejects divine presence as immanent in historical, social 

and cultural processes. God is radically transcendent.21 He borrows Kierkegaard’s claim that
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God is "infinitely and qualitatively different," therefore, "the affirmation of God entails the 

negation of man, and the negation of man involves the affirmation of God. In Barth's 

dialectic, opposites are not synthesized but are joined in such a way that irreconcilable 

differences become unmistakable."22 But Barth has not thought that God as infinitely and 

qualitatively different might mean the absence of God. For Taylor, the failure of God to be 

present means errant wandering for the human subject.

Interaction with these theologians again raises the question of what has remained 

unthought. Taylor asks:

what does the alternative of transcendence and immanence leave out? Is there a 
nondialectical third that lies between the dialectic of either/or and both/and? Might this 
third be neither transcendent nor immanent? Does this neither/nor... not merely invert 
but totally subvert the polarities of Western philosophical and theological reflection?23

Making His Mark

Taylor thinks negation as the inconceivable otherness that as a nondialectical third 

functions as the transcendental condition of the possibility and impossibility for everything that 

is and is not.

It is my contention that Taylor's efforts to think that which calls into question and 

actually subverts the conventional categories of understanding of Western philosophy and 

theology arises out of the genuine desire to resist those structures that would repress alterity. I 

suggest that thinking inconceivable otherness is his response to any thinking, whether 

philosophical or theological, which prevents alterity from emerging as that which it really is. 

Alterity will always be that which cannot be included in any system of thought. Taylor's 

thought is not a metaphysics of alterity, but rather a thinking which attempts to allow alterity 

to emerge as alterity. His concern to seek out and subvert the repression that lies at the heart 

of every privilege impacts upon two areas to which I will give attention in this study. The first
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is that of theology (particularly negative theology), and the second is ethics. Attention to these 

areas will be given in chapter two. Chapter three functions as my conclusion wherein I 

attempt to draw out the undecidablity between theology and atheology.
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CHAPTER 1: 
Conceptual Frameworks

The frame as such does not exist; nor is it non-existent. Its site, which is really a non
site, is the neither/nor of the between... 1'entre-deux. The frame works by allowing 
appearances to appear, representations to be represented, and images to be imagined. 
As the condition of the possibility of presentation, the frame is forever hors d'ouvre, 
perpetually désouvrement. It is unrepresentable, unimaginable... not proper but 
indecent- unpresentable.24

Does the frame of a work of art belong to it as art, or as other than art, as not-art? 

Taylor's answer is the frame is neither art nor not-art but that unrepresentable site which 

makes the distinction between art and not-art possible. In this chapter I will explore Hegelian 

thought as if it were a framed work of philosophy and theology. I will also explore 

Kierkegaardian thought as other than that work. Then I will discuss Taylor's assertion that 

neither Hegel nor Kierkegaard have thought the frame as such.

Hegel: Nothing Outside of Thought

Taylor contends that Hegel failed to see the framework of his own system. The 

inclusion of both the beginning and the end, the past and the future, in the present/presence of 

Hegel's philosophical work allows him to be described as the last philosopher. For Heidegger, 

Derrida, and Taylor, the history of Western philosophy culminates in Hegel. The history of 

western philosophy as a history of thought ends with the philosopher who has thought 

everything. For Taylor, the thinker after Hegel must, then, if thinking is to continue— if one 

is to think after philosophy, to think other than Hegel- think the unthinkable.

But how has Hegel managed to think everything? First, Hegel attempts to think the 

ground of all things. Taylor writes:

To think the ground of all things is to comprehend everything. Belief in the all- 
inclusive understanding need not necessarily claim that everything is actually grasped
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here and now but does imply the conviction that all things are in principle 
comprehensible.25

The name of this Hegelian ground is the Idea. Second, Hegel leaves nothing unthought by 

reducing nothing to being. Taylor quotes Hegel:

Being, pure being, without any further determination. In its indeterminate immediacy it 
is equal only to itself. It is also not unequal relatively to another; it has no diversity 
within itself nor any with a reference outwards. It would not be held fast in its purity 
if it contained any determination or content that could be distinguished in it or by which 
it could be distinguished from an other. It is pure indeterminateness and emptiness. 
There is nothing to be intuited in it, if one can speak here of intuiting; or it is only this 
pure intuiting itself. Just as little is anything to be thought in it, or it is equally only 
this empty thinking. Being, the indeterminate immediate, is in fact, nothing, and 
neither more nor less than nothing.26

Taylor comments: "Within the bounds of Hegel's dialectical logic, to insist that being is 

nothing is to claim that nothing is being. "27

The Hegelian Ground

The Hegelian Idea that grounds all reality is a structural totality in which everything 
becomes itselj in and through its own other. Because otherness and difference are 
essential components of self-identity (or using linguistic terms, because identity is 
diacritical), relationship to otherness and difference is, in the final analysis, selj- 
relationship.28

There are at least two ways of explaining Hegelian reflexivity such that the ground of reality 

emerges as the Absolute Idea.29 In Tears Taylor notes that Hegel attempts to situate himself 

between Kant's "philosophy of reflection" which emphasizes difference at the expense of 

identity, and Schelling's "identity philosophy" which privileges identity and reduces difference 

to appearance.30 While Kantian reflection establishes oppositions, it fails to reintegrate them. 

Schelling, then proposes an underlying original identity to which all differences are not only
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secondary but at a certain point (the "point of indifference") disappear.31 Hegel attempts to 

formulate an original (and final) identity in which differences are implicitly preserved. This 

speculative totality is the Absolute Idea in which reflection is absolutized, that is, reflection 

turns back upon itself in an act of reflexion.n  The oppositions created by the understanding 

through reflection are reunited as constitutive moments in a unified identity through an act of 

reflexion. This posited unity, the Absolute Idea, is "itself in and through its own other," and 

thereby self-identical. Hegel writes: "The Absolute is the identity of identity and non-identity; 

being opposed and being one are both together in it. "33

While reflection is an act of the understanding, reflexion is an act of reason. In Nots 

Taylor explicates the Hegelian Absolute Idea as revealed by reason by examining Hegel's 

demonstration of the unity of thought and being. In Lectures on the Philosophy of Religion 

Hegel notes that: "the concept is considered to be something subjective, and is defined as 

something opposed to the object and to reality. Here it constitutes the starting point, and what 

we have to do is show that being, too, belongs to the concept."34 Through an examination of 

the thinking subject Hegel remarks: "thought, viewed as subject is what is expressed by the 

word I."35 Taylor explains:

Reflection upon the I is, of course, inevitably reflexive. In becoming objective to itself 
in thought, the I discloses its intrinsic bifurcation or inherent self-contradiction. 
Simultaneously subject and object, the self-conscious I is a self-reflexive structure in 
which there is an identity of subjectivity and objectivity. Although the subjective and 
objective moments of the I are inseparable and always exist in concrete unity with one 
another, they can be distinguished by reflective analysis. As subject, the I is pure 
thought from which all determination has been abstracted, and as object, the I is the 
concretization of the subject- the particular form assumed by the abstract, universal I.36

Thus, "determinate being finds its truth in the concept," and "the concept becomes actual in 

determinate being... This unity of subjectivity and objectivity, concept and existence, thought 

and being, is truth or the Absolute Idea."37 The Absolute Idea is the ground, that is, the arche 

and the telos of all that has determinate being. It is an "all-encompassing totality that
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constitutes all existence. "3g The Absolute Idea, however, is itself indeterminate being, pure or 

abstract being and as such, it is nothing.

The Nothing That is Being

To reduce nothing to being, for Taylor, translates into the reduction of difference to the 

same (identity). How does this occur? A more extensive analysis of the unity of subjectivity 

and objectivity, concept and existence, thought and being, shows that this unity is inherently 

self-contradictory and "as such, it is "self-repellent negativity," or "negative relation to 

self." "39 Taylor writes:

In becoming itself, the active concept40 repels itself from itself as potentially negating 
its inner subjectivity and actually realizes itself in the realm of objectivity... While 
objectivity is the first negation of subjectivity, the subject's appropriation of the object 
as a determinate expression (ausserung) of itself is the negation of this negation by 
means of which the subject returns to itself through the relation to its "other." The 
actualization of the concept is a process of double negation in which subjectivity and 
objectivity are completely reconciled.41

In this process of double negation the subject is temporarily negated only to be recovered as 

both itself and its opposite. The object, however, is negated and is recovered only as that 

which it is not, as subject. In this way the privileging of one side of an opposition necessarily 

entails the repression of the other.

In the case where being is indeterminate and therefore nothing, this nothing functions 

as the ground of all determinations and as such it is subsumed to the pure being which it 

"really" is. According to Taylor, this Hegelian identification of nothingness with being is seen 

most clearly in classical negative theology. The apophatic God is a hyperessential or 

"supereminent Being." Referring to Eckhart who says that the goal of the via negativa is the 

enjoyment of the One as "Nothing" or as "hyperessential nothingness," Taylor comments:
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This nothing, however, is a nonbeing that is actually identical with the fullness of 
Being. As Eckhart's successor, Hegel, argues in his Science o f Logic, Being and 
Nothing are One. When dialectically understood, nothing and nonbeing turn out to be 
every bit as ontological as beings and Being. Within the dialectics of christo-logic, 
negation implies affirmation, death leads to life, and crucifixion harbours 
resurrection.42

The identity of being and nothing means that everything has been accounted for. Hegel has a 

place in his system for both being and nonbeing, thus, nothing remains outside of thought.

Kierkegaard: Otherness Within

Kierkegaard attempts to think what Hegel has not thought. Kierkegaard rejects Hegel's 

"speculative notion of identity" and he confronts Hegel on his rationalization of temporality.43 

The Hegelian Idea to which both identity and difference belong, according to Kierkegaard, 

both demands and destroys otherness. Taylor explains that, for Kierkegaard, "either 

difference is real and reconciliation with otherness is not actual, or reconciliation with other is 

actual and difference is not real."44 Furthermore, Kierkegaard opposes the universality of 

Hegel's system by distinguishing between the individual and the singular. The individual is 

the human subject as s/he participates in universal humanity. The singular, however, is the 

human subject as s/he stands in relation to God, the Singular One. Thus, in the religious 

sphere, each individual exceeds their participation in universal humanity. The singular cannot 

be comprehended by Hegel's system. This means that "the identity of thought and being that 

constitutes absolute knowledge is, for the existing individual, forever deferred."45 Moreover, 

the existing individual is in a process of becoming that never reaches an end wherein the ideal 

would be present. The existing individual becomes an irreplaceable and unrepeatable 

singularity when understood from the sphere of the religious, and it is precisely the individual 

as this singularity that Hegel cannot think. Taylor notes: "The singular inevitably withdraws
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from thought, leaving the concept to trace its disappearance. "46 Kierkegaardian singularity is 

the otherness that remains unthought within the Hegelian system.

Kierkegaard maintains that "time cannot find a place within pure thought. "47 Since this 

is so and the existing individual is temporal, it follows that the existing individual can never be 

totally subsumed to the Hegelian system. This other is never present within the system, nor is 

it merely absent, rather it is an absence that can never be re-presented.48 Kierkegaardian 

otherness is absolutely different.

Before I go on to discuss Taylor's stance with respect to Hegel and Kierkegaard, I want 

to briefly recast both Hegel and Kierkegaard in theological terms. Borrowing from orthodox 

theology the idea of the trinity where the Father and the Son (Logos) are identical and yet 

different and maintained in their unity by the Holy Spirit, Hegel asserts: "God is this, to 

differentiate himself from himself, to be an object to himself, but in this differentiation, to be 

absolutely identical with himself."49 Following this, for Hegelian theologians, "the 

intratrinitarian life of God is incomplete apart from its incarnation. "50 Therefore, as human 

consciousness becomes self-conscious it realizes itself as the "self-embodiment of God."51 

Taylor notes:

The God in whose image man is made is not, as we have seen, transcendent and self- 
contained. To the contrary, God is, in the final analysis, identical with the self- 
referential totality of reality. The intratrinitarian life of God is fully realized when 
human self-consciousness re-cognizes itself as the incarnation of the divine.52

The absence of God33, then, issues in the presence of a universal humanity which is deemed 

divine. Every individual subject recognizes itself in every other. The presence of the divine is 

rendered total and complete.

Kierkegaard, on the other hand, insists that God escapes all conceptualization, all 

knowledge. This stands in direct contrast to Hegel's articulation of God as universal 

humanity's absolute knowledge of itself. For Kierkegaard, after Hegel has spoken (the) all,
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what remains is (the) unrepresentable, unnameable, absolutely different, and this he names 

God. This God renders the Hegelian system incomplete. That is, for Hegel's system to be 

completed, God must be represented in humanity. But Kierkegaard's God (the Absolutely 

Other to humanity) is unrepresentable, thereby rendering impossible the divinization of human 

self-consciousness. This, Taylor has shown, means the impossibility of systematic completion. 

For Kierkegaard, God is the name for that which eludes systems of thought.54

In the religious sphere "the individual becomes the singular one in relation to the 

absolutely singular whose pseudonym is "God"... Since finite singularity unavoidably echoes 

absolute singularity, every subject is haunted by an other it can never know."55 God is a 

transcendent otherness that escapes thought and is unknowable and unspeakable. Even "God" 

is a pseudonym for God. For Hegel, God is the immanent structural principle of everything 

that is. God divests himself of himself in order to be completely realized in human self- 

consciousness. God is the name of the highest ground, the Concept (the Absolute Idea) which 

is the identity of thought and being.

Taylor suggests neither Hegel nor Kierkegaard has thought the mean between an 

immanent God and a transcendent God. Neither has thought the frame which both separates 

and joins these notions of God. What is it that denies the Hegelian God representation, what 

foils the immanent presence of the divine while at the same time denies a return to the classical 

transcendent God opposed to the world?56 Taylor asks:

What does the alternative of transcendence and immanence leave out? Is there a 
nondialectical third that lies between the dialectic of either/or and both/and? Might this 
third be neither transcendent nor immanent? Does this neither/nor... not merely invert 
but actually subvert the polarities of Western philosophical and theological reflection?57

Thinking Nothing as Inconceivable Otherness

Taylor aims to think nothing as other than identical with being (Hegel) and as other

13



than the ground of beings (Kierkegaard). While Taylor, after Heidegger, is acutely aware of 

"the ontological and epistemological principles that lie at the foundation of Western thought 

and culture,"58 his project is distinct from Heidegger's in this respect: while Heidegger 

attempts to think the difference between Being and beings, Taylor is concerned with thinking 

the difference between being and nonbeing. This difference "is", in the language of our 

discussion of Hegel, nothing. It is a strange negative that can never be negated and yet is not 

merely negative. One of the designations Taylor assigns this nothing is "not". He writes:

The not is something like a non-negative negative that nonetheless is not positive. So 
understood, the not does not exist; nor does the not exist. Neither something nor 
nothing, the not falls between being and nonbeing. Though thought cannot think 
without thinking not, the Western ontotheological tradition has, in effect, been an 
extended effort not to think not.59

In other words, thought presupposes that which it cannot think. The ontotheological tradition 

has repressed thinking that which makes thinking possible.

Nothing as Other than Identical with Being

Some,60 through the via negativa, have attempted to think what cannot be thought by 

negating thought. The via negativa, then, appears to be a place to begin to search for 

inconceivable otherness. However, according to Taylor, "the goal of such reflective negation 

is the absence of thought, which is the fullness of being."61 The via negativa veils the not in 

the interplay between presence and absence because it remains simply dialectical: either 

thought is present and being is absent or thought is absent and being is present. Negative 

theology does not think that negation which is its own condition of possibility. Taylor's 

strategy is, rather, to think irreducible absence as that which renders the total presence of 

being impossible. He writes: "To be is to be present62, and to exist fully is to be present
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totally."63 However, "the "omnipresence" of past and future within the present uncovers an 

"original" nonpresence at the very heart of the present. Past and future are not modalities of 

the present but signify irreducible absence."64

Even though irreducible absence is overlooked in the via negativa, the via negativa 

nevertheless traces it in its efforts to think what cannot be thought. Taylor quotes Derrida:

There is no longer any question of not speaking. Even if one speaks and says nothing, 
even if an apophatic discourse deprives itself of meaning or of an object, it takes place. 
That which committed or rendered it possible has taken place. The possible absence of 
a referent still beckons, if not toward the thing of which one speaks (such is God, who 
is nothing because He takes place, without place, beyond Being), at least toward the 
other (other than Being) who calls or to whom this speech is addressed- even if it 
speaks to him only in order to speak, or to say nothing. This call of the other, having 
always already preceded the speech to which it has never been present a first time, 
announces itself in advance as a call. Such a reference to the other will always have 
taken place. Prior to every proposition and even before all discourse in general- 
whether a promise, prayer, praise, celebration. The most negative discourse, even 
beyond all nihilisms and negative dialectics, preserves a trace of the other. A trace of 
an event older than it or of a "taking place" to come, both of them: here there is neither 
an alternative nor a contradiction.65

After Hegel, Taylor is seeking traces of the other, not only the other of Hegel's system but the 

other of every system.66 Since, as Derrida indicates, negative discourse "preserves a trace of 

the other," Taylor begins with the via negativa but finds it does not think the unthinkable he 

wishes to think; rather it obscures it. It does so, as Taylor has shown, by identifying nothing 

with being. Taylor's concern is thinking the difference between being and nonbeing.

I have indicated how Taylor's project is different from Heidegger's, here, however, it 

may be helpful to show how Taylor's project is analogous to Heidegger’s. John Caputo, in his 

book Heidegger and Aquinas: An Essay on Overcoming Metaphysics, describes Heidegger's 

difficulty with metaphysics:

Metaphysics thinks the difference between Being and beings; it understands beings in 
terms of some idea of Being. But it does not gain access to the origin of this 
difference, that which makes the difference, that which opens it up as the kind of 
difference which it is.67
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Borrowing Caputo's words, I suggest Taylor's difficulty with negative theology is that 

negative theology thinks the difference between being and nonbeing, it even understands being 

in terms of some idea of nonbeing; but it does not gain access to the origin of this difference- 

that which makes the difference, that which opens it up to the kind of difference which it is. 

Thinking being in terms of nonbeing is to think being as grounded and nonbeing as ground, it 

is not yet to think that "originary" nonground which is the difference between ground and that 

which is grounded. For Taylor, the unthought difference between being and nonbeing is an 

irreducible absence- an "original" nonpresence at the heart of every present. This absence is a 

certain negativity, therefore the designation "not" indicates this absence. The not neither 

exists nor does not exist, as Taylor says. The not is the difference which gives rise to the 

difference between being and nonbeing. Again, Caputo on Heidegger is helpful:

But we must be on guard against thinking that we have thereby named something 
existent, some new present entity hitherto not met with in ordinary experience. The 
lecture has nothing to do with "asserting" the "existence" of some entity or other. It 
summons up the experience of the primal originating of the presencing-process, of the 
primal emergence of what is present into presence.68

In Taylor's case, the not summons the primal originating of absence, and incomprehensibility, 

and the process of negation, of the primal emergence of absence into the present. This not is 

the previously unthought otherness Taylor strives to think.

Nothing as Other than the Ground of Beings

I noted above that, according to Taylor, classical negative theology obscures the 

difference (the not) between being and nonbeing, and it does so by thinking the difference as 

simply between that which is grounded and that which grounds. The "more primordial" 

difference, the not, is not itself a ground but rather a nonground. As such it disrupts all
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origins and every end and does so by virtue of its priority to every origin. The not is the 

"nonoriginary origin" of every difference. That is, this nonground functions as the quasi- 

transcendental69 condition of the possibility and the impossibility of the difference between 

being and nonbeing. This means, as Taylor notes, that "in the absence of a home-ground, any 

return to the All is impossible. "70 The identification of nonbeing with being through the 

notion of ground (the highest ground) represses that which would make such an identification 

possible. Taylor, then, strategically "grounds" his discussion of the impossibility of such an 

identification in the nonground which "removes the ground that once seemed secure."71

Contrary to being as ground which is completely knowable, even if only to itself, the 

not as nonground is incomprehensible and therefore fails to be present in any system of 

thought. It is, rather, irreducibly absent. Taylor writes:

This unground that undercuts every Urgrund is always lacking and hence is 
ungraspable and incomprehensible. It resists the grip of the Concept. Never 
conceptualizable, the incomprehensible is "known" in a nonknowing that is a knowing 
not. To know not is to know nothing. This learned ignorance is not the opposite of 
knowledge but is the knowledge of ignorance that knows it does not know.72

Contrary, then, to those who attempt to negate thought, Taylor's form of the via negativa is to 

think nothing. To think nothing is not, as he indicates, the opposite of knowledge, but rather 

to know ignorance.

In the next chapter I will take up Kevin Hart's book The Trespass o f the Sign as a case 

for negative theology, in which Hart will claim that negative theology succeeds in performing 

the deconstructive function that Taylor claims is possible only by means of a nondialectical 

third.
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CHAPTER 2:
Negative Theology, Atheology, and Ethics

Kevin Hart's rich and provocative book The Trespass o f the Sign is a sustained effort to 

show that deconstruction, while making no claim as to the existence or non-existence of God, 

illuminates the way in which negative theology functions within the Western theological 

tradition. Negative theology not only supplies positive theology with what it lacks, but 

supplants theology at its origin. In so far as theology makes metaphysical claims, negative 

theology calls those claims into question.

While both Hart and Taylor are readers of Derrida, I do not want to compare and 

contrast their respective understanding and use of deconstruction, but instead I suggest that 

both thinkers make use of two Derridian strategies: opening up a text to meanings implicit but 

not explicit in the text itself; and, speaking of the repressed as a transcendental condition of 

possibility.

In this chapter I will follow Hart's argument for the deconstructive function of negative 

theology as supplement to positive theology, and attempt to show how, from Taylor's point of 

view, Hart's case appears to fail on its own terms. Negative theology not only remains a 

theology but it does not think "God under erasure"73 radically enough. It does not think God's 

absence. To think God's absence Taylor must turn to atheology. In atheology the negation of 

God allows for the thought of the sacred.

Negative Theology and Its Deconstructive Function

Early in the book Hart distinguishes between the ontological and epistemological 

concerns that negative theology must address. It is the burden of negative theology to 

denounce any idea of God that functions either as the ground of phenomena or as identical to 

Being, (this is its ontological concern); and it is the burden of negative theology to speak of 

God using language that it recognizes can only improperly signify (this is its epistemological
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concern).74 If negative theology is successful, it is so in being a sufficient remedy to positive 

theology, which believes, precisely, that in its language it does properly signify God as ground 

or as Being. For, according to Hart: "positive theology requires a supplement of negative 

theology in order to check that our discourse about God is, in fact, about God and not just 

about human images of God. "75 The purpose of negative theology is not, as Hart extensively 

stresses, to question the existence of God76 nor faith in God,77 but rather to call into question 

the metaphysical commitments of positive theology. Hart tells us that a discourse is 

metaphysical if its concepts are fashioned as a moment of pure presence, and the signs it 

employs are taken to represent the concept in its absence;78 and where this discourse employs 

the idea of 'ground' where 'ground' means "any presence which absolutely originates or 

terminates a sign-system. "79 Theological discourse, then, is, according to Hart's analysis, 

metaphysical in so far as God is rendered as presence- as determinate end and origin.80 The 

word 'theological,' Hart writes, "pertains, then, to the use of any vocabulary in which 

meaning or being is said to be wholly resolved by reference to an origin, end, centre, or 

ground."81 That is to say that, theology, in so far as it is "theological" in Hart's sense, 

expresses a desire for totalization,82 and the concept of God is used as a means for this 

totalization.83

How did God come to be rendered as presence and a means for totalization? Hart 

suggests that "it is metaphysics which compels us to regard God as a particular kind of 

being."84 The completion of a metaphysics which thinks the difference between Ground and 

grounded requires something self-grounding. This is the occasion of the entry of God into 

metaphysics.85 Hart, however, insists that the God of metaphysics is not the God of faith. 

Thus, theological discourse that would truly be about God (the God of faith) must be a non

metaphysical theology. Negative theology is that discourse. Its "object" is the God of faith. 

For Hart writes: "In my view negative theology seeks to guarantee that speech about God is in 

fact about God and not a concept of God."86 If positive theology is not about God but about a
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concept of God, then negative theology, in order to deconstruct positive theology, must 

problematize the concept of the concept of God.87 Hart explains:

A non-metaphysical theology would accordingly be one which would show that 
metaphysics obliges us to take God as a ground; it would uncover a sense in which God 
could be apprehended as a non-ground; and it would show that the conceptions are 
systematically related.88

Hart demonstrates the latter two criteria in a complex discussion of the Heideggerian 

phrase 'Nothing is without Ground.' He discerns two senses in which this phrase may be 

understood. If the emphasis is on 'Nothing' and 'without,' the phrase means, 

epistemologically, that all statements have archai, and means, ontologically, that nothing is 

without Being. Beings are grounded in Being and nothing is prior to Being. The search for a 

ground does not open upon infinite regress, but upon Being. The second sense can be 

identified when the emphasis is placed on 'is' and 'ground.' Epistemologically, Hart explains, 

the phrase means that Being stands in its own reason. Ontologically, Being is its own ground. 

Being itself, as ground, is groundless. In this sense Being is philosophy's 'groundless 

ground,' its condition of possibility.89 Having shown that it is metaphysics which obliges us to 

regard God as a particular being, Hart asks whether God can be identified with Being. Is God 

its (His) own ground, a groundless ground: is God Being?90 Hart appeals to the authority of 

Psuedo-Dionysis and Meister Eckhart to substantiate his answer: God is neither a being nor 

Being.91 Furthermore, he illustrates this answer by analogy to Heidegger. For Heidegger, 

Hart notes: "God reveals himself in the realm of the sacred though not in the realm of Being as 

defined by the ontico-ontological distinction."92 While God and Being are not identical, there 

is, however, an analogia proportionalitatis93 between God and Being, or more generally, 

between philosophy and theology: "Just as thought is a response to the voice of Being, so 

theology is a response to faith in God's self-revelation... The point of the analogy, 

furthermore, is to show that revelation does not answer to epistemological or ontological 

conditions. "94 Hart suggests that while God cannot be identified with Being, God can be
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apprehended as a non-ground, a groundless ground, and functions as such within theology just 

as Being is philosophy's "groundless ground."95

Having distinguished between the metaphysical sense in which God is a ground and the 

non-metaphysical sense in which God is a non-ground, how are the two related? How is it that 

God is rendered both as a ground and a non-ground? Hart suggests that negative theology, 

which apprehends God as a non-ground, not only supplies positive theology with what it 

lacks, but supplants it. Positive theology lacks the "detachment" of ’God' from the concept 

of God. Negative theology supplies that detachment through successive denials thereby letting 

'God' be 'God'. But 'God' is 'God' before the concept of God emerges within thought. The 

concept of God is founded, therefore, upon a prior non-concept. Negative theology, then, 

emerges as that which is prior to positive theology and supplants its claims upon God. 

Negative theology, wherein God is let to be God, is the condition of possibility for positive 

theology.

A Tailored Reply

In the first chapter I suggested that Taylor's contention with classical negative theology 

is that it fails to think the difference between being and nonbeing and that it remains 

ontotheological by virtue of its identification of nothing and Being. He argues this by 

referring to Eckhart whose aim is "hyperessential nothingness" or "supereminent Being." Hart 

regards this as a misunderstanding. Speaking of Eckhart, Hart claims that:

...the prefix 'hyper' has a negative rather than a positive force. To say that God is 
hyperousious is to deny that God is a being of any kind, even the highest or original 
being... Given this, Derrida is wrong to say that negative theology reserves a supreme 
being beyond the categories of being.96

If this correction is accepted can Taylor still show that negative theology remains complicit 

with positive theology in the "oblivion" of nothing? The nothing Taylor seeks is not God. It
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may be, after the death of God, the sacred, but it is not God. God, for the negative 

theologian, remains "an eternal loving Father, an all-perfect and personal Being."97 According 

to Caputo, this is true for Eckhart as well. The nothing of which Taylor writes, while 

appearing to function as God for the negative theologian (ie., as non-origin and non-ground), 

is, nevertheless, not to be confused with God. Taylor is interested in lingering with nothing. 

This lingering gives rise to questions such as: What is to be said and done after the "death of 

God"? What is the plight of human subjects when the negation of God as an eternal loving 

Father, an all-perfect and personal Being, are truly negated; when, in the manner of the 

negative theologian, God is denied and is not reaffirmed?

Taylor is attempting to push Hart's idea of "God under erasure" to the point of God's 

absence. Whereas for Hart, "the negative theologian is not so much concerned with the 

existential problem of God's absence, as with the double bind that God imposes upon man: 

Represent me, but on no account represent me,"98 for Taylor, the act of representing God and 

its successive denial does not merely result in "letting God be God" but, for the human 

subject, results in God's absence. Thus, if the negative theologian is not concerned with the 

existential problem of God's absence, the atheologian certainly is. Consider this passage and 

Taylor's following comments:

If I say: the divine has deserted the temples, that does not mean, as a ruse of dialectic 
is always ready to suggest, that the emptiness of the temples now offers us the divine. 
No: it means precisely and literally that the temples are deserted and that our 
experience of the divine is our experience of this desertion. It is no longer a question 
of meeting God in the desert: but of th is- and this is the desert-: we do not encounter 
God, God has deserted all encounter.

Desert... desertion... departure... dereliction... abandonment. A/theology mourns a 
passing that cannot be surpassed."

"When working through fails to work out, mourning becomes as interminable as death itself. 

D eath- the death of presence- is one of the dis-guises of the sacred."100
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Atheology and the Sacred

The phrase 'the death of God' has particular importance for atheology and it may be 

helpful to clarify its meaning. The God which has died this death is the Christian transcendent 

creator God.101 The death of God occurs by way negation. One very clear instance of this is 

in the writings of Hegel. Taylor explains:

Within Hegel’s all-inclusive scheme, the death of God is brought about by a double 
negation in which divine otherness is negated and the divinity of humanity is affirmed. 
In this way, the death of God extends the incamational process by universalizing the 
truth revealed in the individual figure of the historical Jesus to include the entire human 
race as well as the natural cosmos as a whole. The incarnation is complete when the 
kingdom of God is realized here and now in nature and history. In the fulness of time, 
transcendence is negated, otherness overcome, opposites reconciled, and differences 
surpassed. When God is truly omnipresent, every vestige of absence disappears and 
presence becomes total presence undisturbed by anything other than itself.102

For Hegel the transcendent God is realized as immanent in nature and history, God is all in 

all.103 His system is completed by absolute divine presence.

Rather than return God to transcendence, as Kierkegaard sometimes appears to be 

doing, Taylor nonetheless takes up Kierkegaard's response to Hegel. Kierkegaard solicits the 

return of that which Hegel’s system represses.104 Not opposing Hegel directly, Kierkegaard 

moves indirectly. He speaks pseudonymously while allowing the other, that which escapes the 

system, to speak, if it speaks, indirectly. If, for Hegel, God is the Concept and therefore 

completely knowable, that which escapes conceptualization is 'unknown.' Kierkegaard 

sometimes names this unconceptualizable other 'God.' This what Karl Barth, considered by 

Taylor to be a Kierkegaardian theologian, does: inscribes God as "wholly other." However, 

this move is not the only Kierkegaardian response. For, according to Taylor, to inscribe God 

as "wholly other" is too direct and plays back into the hands of the dialectic, which, he 

remarks, Kierkegaard was so careful not to do.105 Experiencing an other that one does not 

know and sometimes naming this other God points indirectly toward the other that is
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experienced if it points at all. I have shown earlier that Taylor aims to point indirectly toward 

that other that philosophy and theology "experience" by naming this other 'nothing,' 'the not,' 

and the 'sacred.' Rather than attempt to articulate a 'God' different from the God of theology, 

which would be a theological exercise, Taylor chooses to linger with the death of God and 

explore what emerges if the death of God does not realize God's omnipresence- if the coming 

of the kingdom of God is thereby delayed and deferred. This exploration must take place 

within atheology. Within atheology, Taylor, after Kierkegaard, solicits the return of that 

which theology represses: the sacred.

In the previous chapter I traced Taylor's interaction with Hegel in order to show that it 

is 'nothing' which remains after (the) all has been said and done. I explained that this nothing 

is neither being nor nonbeing, but is the difference between being and nonbeing, and that it is 

as such the condition of possibility for both. This I did by showing how Taylor's project 

parallels Heidegger's attempt to think the difference between beings and Being. Furthermore, 

like Heidegger's differenz, this nothing does not exist, nor is it nonexistent. The category of 

existence is not proper to it. Nor is naming. This nothing cannot be properly named. It is, 

therefore, as I have just mentioned, called by its various pseudonyms: 'the not,' or more 

precisely within atheology, the sacred. Taylor writes:

Inscribed along the irrepressible margin of difference, the sacred neither exists nor does 
not exist; it is neither being nor nonbeing. Moreover, the sacred is not a "God beyond 
God," for it is neither a God nor the other of God but is an other that is precisely not of 
God. More ancient than every God, the sacred "is" the other in whose wake all gods 
emerge and pass away."106

The "terrifyingly ancient"107 sacred is older than God, prior to God, and will remain 

(as that which is yet to come) even as gods pass away. The concept of God is an effect of the 

sacred, and at the same time it is what the sacred continually returns to disrupt. Taylor writes:

The sacred gives giving and receiving. And yet it does not precisely give and certainly 
can never receive. As that which is never present, the gift of the sacred must always 
be a nongiving that is a giving not. The sacred in other words, gives not. The not that
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the sacred gives is the trace of its retreat that allows whatever is to be present and 
whatever is not to be absent. In this sense the gift of the sacred is a present, a present 
that is nothing- nothing less than the condition of the possibility and impossibility of 
the present as such.108

According to atheology, both positive theology and negative theology are effects of the sacred. 

Whereas positive and negative theology think the presence of God as conceptualizable and 

nonconceptualizable respectively, atheology thinks the impossibility of presence- it thinks the 

absence of God. Whereas gods emerge and pass away, the sacred, while not remaining 

constant, nevertheless returns in the wake of God's absence.109 When "theology is as dead as 

the God for which theologians search,"110 atheology opens the way for thinking the sacred 

other than by thinking God. The sacred is the condition of the possibility for God and not 

God. In other words, the sacred is "that which allows God to be God by enabling God to be 

other than everything that is not God."111 Atheology is the condition of the possibility for both 

positive and negative theology, as well as the condition of the impossibility of theology.

There is no consolation in thinking the death of God, however, even as it opens a way 

to think the sacred. The sacred does not fix us up with a new God, hoping that this God will 

escape the clutches of metaphysics. It "lovingly lets go" and abandons us to erring in the 

desert.112 Taylor writes :

Abandoned, deserted, the boundless space of the desert is no longer the place where 
God is encountered or the sacred experienced. The sacred abandons all encounter, 
deserts all experience, leaving only limitless sands where one is pushed to the limit that 
is never experienced. In the sands of this desert, where every location is a dislocation 
and every place is a dis-place, life becomes endlessly nomadic. The withdrawal of the 
sacred releases one into the infinite migration of error where meaning is unrecoverable 
and direction undiscoverable.113

If direction is undiscoverable, how is one to make decisions? Taylor turns to the 

'philosopher of indirection'- Kierkegaard, and examines his reading of the story of Abraham 

and Isaac. When choices become undecidable and transgression inevitable, when in atheology
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one is caught in a double bind that has nothing to do with God114, erring wanderers find 

themselves on the path of "not just resistance."

Respons-ability/ Responsibility

The sacred, as I will try to show, is related to justice and the law, not only 

etymologically115, but also in the manner which I have discussed earlier: in the sense that the 

sacred is the condition of possibility for justice and the law. The sacred, for Taylor, is that 

alterity which resists the universality of the moral law and calls human subjects to this 

resistance, while at the same time binding human subjects to that law. "The subject," then, 

"who would be moral is destined to decide in the absence- the absolute absence- of knowledge 

and certainty."116 Answering the call of the other means transgression of the law; an 

impossible choice must be made. That the absolutely other, the sacred, "that dimension of 

human existence which cannot be expressed or represented in general or universal terms,"117 is 

higher than the universal, as per Kierkegaard, is the paradox of faith.118

Taylor notes that Kierkegaard is writing after Hegel, and as such can only be inscribed- 

- against an all-encompassing system- as an interior exteriority. Where the transcendent God, 

for Hegel, had been negated in order to be realized as universal humanity, Kierkegaard claims 

that "the God must be identical with man, and not with humanity but with this individual 

human being."119 What does God as identical with this individual human being mean? 

Kierkegaard is not attempting to construct a theology here, but is offering, rather, an 

articulation of the peculiar predicament of the faithful person. The identification of God, or in 

Taylor's terms, the sacred, and the singular individual occurs as an unique, unrepeatable, and 

radically interior event.120 This interior event is not, however, an interiorization which 

completes a whole- rather, it singles one out as separate from the whole. The sacred singles 

one out as respons-able, and therefore responsible. For Taylor, such responsibility entails 

resistance.121
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The Predicament of the Singular One

Kierkegaard, working from a position within Hegel system, grants that "the moral 

law... is the universal norm of practical reason through which human subjects are bound to 

govern their idiosyncratic inclinations."122 Kierkegaard writes:

The ethical as such is the universal, and as the universal, it applies to everyone, which 
from another angle means that it applies at all times. It rests immanent in itself, has 
nothing outside itself that is its telos but is itself the telos for everything outside itself, 
and when the ethical has absorbed this into itself, it goes no further. The single one, 
sensately and psychically qualified in immediacy, is the individual who has his telos in 
the universal, and it is his ethical task continually to express himself in this, to sublate 
his singularity in order to become the universal.123

Kierkegaard's subversion of the Hegelian system occurs in the distinction between the singular 

one and the individual. Kierkegaard agrees that the universal moral law is rationally qualified 

and that the individual must stand before it. What escapes Hegel's system, however, is the 

singular one, characterized by Taylor as:

"that dimension of human existence which cannot be expressed or represented in 
general or universal terms. The singular is "incommensurable" with the universal and 
hence remains exterior to the law... If reason and morality cannot comprehend, 
appropriate, or internalize singularity, universality is incomplete and thus subverted as 
if from within."124

Totality cannot encompass infinity. There will always remain an excess, an infinite excess that 

renders totality impossible. Within Hegel's system Kierkegaard identifies a "residual 

incommensurability"125 "in a person." That residual incommensurability is a person's 

singularity. Taylor writes:

The transition from individuality to singularity is not mediated by the interrelation of 
ethical agents but occurs when one is singled out from all others through the 
relationship to absolute singularity.
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Absolute singularity is "infinitely and qualitatively" different from everything 
that exists and, therefore, is other— "wholly other." Incomprehensible in any system, 
this Other resists all totalization. The very otherness of the Other poses a dilemma: 
Can the other be recognized as other without reducing it to same? Kierkegaard realizes 
that the Other as such is unthinkable. The impossible task he sets for himself and his 
reader is to think the unthinkable. This thinking or unthinking cannot be straight 
forward but must be indirect.126

If everything within Hegel's system is identified, that is, named, then what appears 

incommensurable is both unidentifiable and unnameable. If Hegel's system is about the 

identification of thought and being in the concept, then what is exterior to the "whole" can no 

more exist than it can be thought or conceptualized.127 This absolute singularity is beyond 

conceptualization and is a matter of faith.

This faith is beyond ethics in so far as ethics is the universal. For Kierkegaard 

"suspension" of the ethical is a matter of faith. Taking Abraham as the exemplar of faith, 

Kierkegaard writes:

By his act he transgressed the ethical altogether and had a higher telos outside it, in 
relation to which he suspended it. For I certainly would like to know how Abraham's 
act can be related to the universal, whether any point of contact between what Abraham 
did and the universal can be found other than that Abraham transgressed it. It is not to 
save a nation, not to uphold the idea of the state that Abraham does it; it is not to 
appease the angry gods. If it were a matter of the deity's being angry, then he was, 
after all, angry only with Abraham, and Abraham's act is totally unrelated to the 
universal, is a purely private endeavour.128

Kierkegaardian faith is a blind leap. An absurd choice made for the religious as opposed to 

the ethical, and absolute singularity as opposed to the universal moral law. Such faith is a 

certain affirmation of errant risks. Errant because such risks are effects of the radically 

interior event. Decisions must be made with great secrecy and with a "certainty” of an absurd 

nature, not rational certainty. The fact that Abraham's actions are a matter of privacy means 

he cannot speak about what he is to do. He cannot make reference by way of speech to that 

Other, absolute singularity, which has led him to raise his knife against his promised son, the
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other that commands Abraham to choose between life and death when the difference between 

life and death is no longer clear.129 He cannot speak about it because he would not be 

understood. His decision is beyond comprehension. It is unspeakably unreasonable to choose 

to transgress the universal moral law in the name of an Other which commands him

According to Taylor, Abraham is caught in a double bind. He is "bound to and by that 

which interrupts ethical relations."130 But how does this binding occur? For Kierkegaard it 

"occurs when one is singled out from all others through the relationship to absolute 

singularity."131 For Taylor it occurs in the event of the sacred which "engenders the respons- 

ability that makes responsible activity possible."132 The singular individual never escapes 

responsibility to the moral law. The paradox is that the moral law may be superseded by an 

Other which interrupts such ethical relations with a call, a sacred event. Since this relationship 

of the singular one to absolute singularity "exceeds both reason and morality," and "since 

reason constitutes itself in and through the exclusion of the incomprehensible, ...reason is 

bound to and by that which it cannot bear. It includes what it excludes in a nondialectical 

relation of expropriation that subverts every dialectical appropriation."133

While remaining bound to the universal moral law, faith causes crises and anxieties, 

not simply because a choice must sometimes be made between the call of the Other and the 

others to whom one is bound by virtue of the law, but because, as Taylor argues, the "laws of 

reason and morality... are posited by an Other that can never be named."134 This means that 

the "decision of the singular one simultaneously breaks the bond with the other moral agents 

by binding one to the wholly Other, and establishes the law that binds one to others in and 

through the prearchaic origin [the sacred] that lies "beyond" (the) all as the "internal" 

exteriority of absolute difference."135 Human subjects are double-bound. We are responsible 

to respond not only to "the Other" but also to "the others." It is the sacred which creates this 

double bind by both establishing the law and creating the space in which the other demands its 

transgression. It is the sacred which removes all certainty of appeal to either the law or the 

call of the other as a prescription for right moral action. The sacred destines human subjects
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to erring. The radicality of the sacred is the very interior-exteriority of its event. Not only 

may every human subject be singled out and called by an other, but, paradoxically, the law 

itself may be that through which the other calls. Thus, the force of law depends upon its 

enactment by human subjects as a response to the other. Taylor writes: "the subject must 

reinstitute the law in every act that invokes it..."as if ultimately nothing previously existed of 

the law, as if the judge himself invented the law in every case.""136 Respons-ability/ 

responsibility occasions both the institution of the law and the transgression of the law. 

Neither the institution nor the transgression of the law is primordial. Both are effects of the 

difference between them, and that difference is the sacred.

Respons-able/ Responsible Resistance

Throughout this study I have indicated that Taylor is concerned with articulating a 

space in which alterity may genuinely exist, as alterity and not as a difference already named 

and accounted for within a given system. While Taylor has dared to name (improperly signify 

by way of a pseudonym) that alterity- which makes possible alterity in general- such naming 

is a certain act of resistance. He writes:

Though the complete overcoming of repression remains a utopian dream that can never 
be realized, the deconstruction of exclusive structures can create an opening where it 
becomes possible to work through resistance. Working through resistance is the only 
ethical alternative that remains in a world where it has become obvious that the desires 
of modernism end in tragedy.137

To provisionally "name" a "place" within which exclusive structures may be questioned is an 

affirmative move that works through resistance by resisting both the theological and the ethical 

claim to universality and ultimacy. The phrase "working through resistance" has a double 

meaning here. First, resistance is necessary for alterity to emerge as alterity, in this sense 

resistance is a vehicle and not an end in itself. But according to Taylor, resistance is endless: 

"Since the structures of oppression infinitely repeat themselves, the struggle of resistance is
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endless."138 If resistance is endless, how does one get beyond resistance, as "working 

through" seems to imply? Taylor leaves this second sense to the imagination. He simply says 

that "resistance is not enough. The Other that calls not, calls for not just resistance."139 I 

suggest that while resistance is endless, it is respons-ability/ responsibility that is not-just- 

resistance. The sacred, which engenders the space in which human subjects are respons- 

able/responsible, calls negatively or calls forth a negation which is an affirmation of 

transgressive resistance. But perhaps there is more to responsibility than transgressive 

resistance.

While resistance inevitably complicates matters, responsible resistance affirms the 

revelation and reveilation140 of absolute alterity in the singular event. Just as theology, which 

universalizes and totalizes by attempting to be all-inclusive, excludes that which nevertheless 

cannot be included and therefore must be resisted from the non-place of absolute alterity, so 

modem ethics requires resistance in so far as the law is universal and total. It is important to 

stress again that the condition of impossibility for something is at the same time its condition 

of possibility. Therefore, "resistance reinscribes what it resists. Thus, resistance involves an 

irreducible duplicity: it affirms what it seems to deny, and denies what it seems to affirm."141 

Abraham, for example, is bound to the moral law while at the same time bound to transgress 

it. Transgression of the law makes Abraham guilty, for he is bound to "others whose world he 

shares. "142 But Abraham is also bound to the Other that calls him and to resist that call would 

render him equally guilty. Thus, decision, while involving an act of resistance, is a response 

in the name of the sacred. A response for which every human subject is responsible.

But is the Other necessarily in competition with the others? Are the law and the 

singular one mutually exclusive? The answer must be yes. The singular one cannot be 

reduced to the universal by virtue of its singularity. Paradoxically, however, (a paradox 

accepted by faith), both the law and the singular event are effects of the sacred. Both are 

responses to the sacred. Thus it is in the name of the sacred that both resistance and 

affirmation occur— indeed, that resistance is a certain affirmation. The non-originary origin
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of respons-ability for which each human subject is responsible is the sacred. The possibility 

for ethics, then, depends upon an interior event of the sacred.
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CHAPTER 3: 
Arrival at an Impasse

In the manner of Kierkegaardian faith in the paradox that the human subject is 

responsible to both the Singular One (the Other) and the others, I suggest that to accept that it 

is the sacred which is both the condition of possibility and impossibility of theology- wherein 

gods rise and pass away- is equally a matter of faith. In this chapter I will attempt to further 

the argument that it is the sacred which gives rise to theology, and that as such opens up the 

possibility for its disruption. While for Taylor there is no non-metaphysical discourse, the 

totalizing force of metaphysical discourse may be interrupted and rendered incomplete only by 

the event of the sacred. The interruption of theology, as Taylor explains, cannot come from  

within the limits of theology even though it occurs within those limits. The event of the sacred 

is the experience of an interior exteriority.143 Paradoxically, however, the occurance of such 

an event institutes at the same moment that which it attempts to displace. The event of the 

sacred is continually betrayed as it is conveyed in theological language, even if the very saying 

of it is consciously negated, as in negative theology. Theology harbours the secret of 

atheology, and that secret is the event of the sacred that occurs within theology, but is not of 

it. Alterity, as alterity, is, paradoxically, experienced/revealed (which has nothing to do with 

being (re)presented) in the space of the sacred yet reveiled, hidden, not experienced— or 

experienced only as absence- in the realm of theology.

In the following section I want to suggest Marguerite Porette as an example of one 

whose writings and teachings fell outside of the boundaries of the orthodox theology of her 

day. I want to explore the possibility that it is within the space of the sacred that Porette 

experienced an alterity incomprehensible to theology. In this way I suggest that her life and 

writings are in the spirit of the errant wanderer and the atheologian. However I also want to 

explore the possibility that the sacred which appears in the discourse of atheology may not be, 

inspite of certain similarities, a translation of Porette's God, and may be, despite protests to
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the contrary, another god claiming ultimacy (that is, a certain atemporal144 force with certain 

power) over and against other (ultimate) gods.

Love: The Excessive Gift of God

Marguerite Porette is a woman whose world was permeated by the scriptures such that 

during her visions she embodied the very words she partook of each day. Yet she was 

condemned to death by a panel of theologians at the University of Paris for heresy. It is on 

account of her visions that she persisted in her teaching and refused a confession that may have 

saved her life. Here I suggest an interpretation of her experience of Love as a sacred event 

and suggest that in the Mirror for Simple Souls "Reason" may be read as a sign for theology 

whose services are surpassed and put to death by Love. Love, which is beyond reason and is 

incomprehensible to it, I suggest may be read as the sacred. Reason, is constantly questioning 

Love and its description of the free soul. According to Porette, Love, and the soul when in 

Love, exceed the bounds of reason- indeed, Love is the death of reason. I begin quoting the 

conversation between Love and reason after it has been explained how the soul passes beyond 

the virtues and is free to command them. Love says:

"This soul knows neither shame nor honour, neither poverty nor riches, neither leisure 
nor cares, neither love nor hate, neither heaven nor hell."145

Reason asks what Love means and Love replies:

"What I mean can only be understood by those God has given understanding; you will 
not find it in the textbooks, nor can human reason work it out. It is a gift from the 
Almighty, in whom all knowing leads to loss of understanding."146

Love continues a little later on:

"Once the soul is stripped of all her desires, physical or spiritual, she can no longer 
even speak of God. Her actions are now guided by her good habits- or by the teaching 
of the church- since she has no more will, and therefore no desires."
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"Surely this is not so strange? If this soul has been deprived of a feeling of grace, of 
all desires, physical and spiritual, isn't this because she has decided to take leave of the 
virtues? Surely without them no one can be saved, or reach perfection, or be safe from 
deception? Yet this soul has taken leave of them: is she out of her mind?"

Love responds:

"No, absolutely not..."147

Reason again asks Love to explain the soul. Love answers:

"I have already told you, but I'll tell you again, that neither your great philosophers, 
nor biblical scholars, nor those who pursue love and the virtues, can understand this, 
but only those who are guided by true love. If you could find any of these they could 
tell you, if they would, but it's not my job to make everyone understand- only those 
who are guided by true love. To be so guided is a gift that can come in an instant, and 
anyone who receives it had better hold onto it, for it is God's greatest gift to his 
creatures..."

Reason then asks Love to describe the soul. Love's answer is that the soul is:

"...truly marvellous; unknown; the most innocent of the daughters of Jerusalem; the 
Church's foundation; enlightened by knowledge; honoured by love; united in hearing; 
denied through humility; at peace in divine being, through divine will, willing nothing 
of herself; fulfilled; unfailingly called by divine goodness, through the Trinity; 
forgetful."148

Not only is the soul set free by Love, but the soul is set free by Love to become Love. Love 
says that the work of the soul:

"is over and she can lose herself in what she has totally become: Love. Love is the 
bridegroom of her happiness enveloping her wholly in his love and making her part of 
that which is... The soul has no name but Union in Love... Once she has become 
totally free, she then falls into a trance of nothingness, and this is the next highest 
stage. Then she no longer lives in the life of grace, nor in the life of the spirit, but in 
the glorious life of the divinity..."149

The soul, echoing Love, remarks:

"Her way to God is no longer through penances, nor the sacraments of the Church, nor 
thoughts nor words nor deeds. She is not helped on her way by creatures of this earth 
nor by those of heaven. She is beyond justice, mercy, glory, the knowledge and love 
of God, beyond praising his name."

Reason replies:
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Reason exclaims:

"Good God! What are you saying now? What am I or my followers supposed to make 
of this? I can't find any way of excusing a claim like this! "15°

The soul replies:

"Your brood have legs and cannot walk, hands and cannot work, mouths and cannot 
speak, ears and cannot hear, reason and cannot think. Their bodies are lifeless and 
their minds dim. No wonder they are shocked... The word of love is the death of 
reason."151

Porette's writing is full of negations: neither shame nor honor, neither... nor...; all 

knowing leads to a loss of understanding; she can no longer even speak of God; trance of 

nothingness; no longer penances nor sacraments; beyond justice, mercy, etc. The experience 

which gives rise to such negations is a "gift from the Almighty", "it is God's greatest gift to 

his creatures." It is, perhaps, a sacred event, a sacred giving.

Porette articulates a moment in which reason is not only exceeded but is rendered an 

impossibility. For her, reason has no place at the depth-level of Love. The event of mystical 

union binds the soul to Love and frees her from the slavery of reason. Reason, here, is not 

only limited in the event of Love, but subverted. The revelation of alterity surpasses and 

overturns that through which revelation is supposed to come. Theology instead reveils the 

excessive gift of Love. The sacred event of mystical union, I suggest, renders theology 

incomplete by leaping beyond it and subverting its very claims. The knowledge of the Parisian 

theologians which provided them with the power to decide between life and death is surpassed 

by an event of the sacred wherein the human subject or the soul knows not. This knowing-not 

is a gift of Love that exerts a certain force upon the existing theological system. Marguerite's 

death at the stake bears testimony to that secret sacred event which returns to haunt theology 

and leave it wanting. Porette witnesses to an alterity that nevertheless withdraws from 

theology.
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Loving: The Excessive Giving of the Sacred

For Taylor, belief in the sacred, which is not belief in God,152 is a transgression that 

returns to haunt theology. Such a transgression is made by the errant wanderer. Taylor notes:

Since erring is always exorbitant, the wanderer inevitably transgresses. The drifter 
repeatedly deviates from the normal, ordinary, lawful course, way, or path. Such 
transgression gives erring its serpentine character. In the eyes of the "straight" world, 
erring follows the devious ways of the serpent. In serpentine wandering, one "rolls this 
way and that like someone who has lost his way, who doesn't know where he is going, 
having strayed from the correct path, the rule of rectitude, the norm; but also like 
someone who has lost his rights, an outlaw, a pervert, a vagrant, an adventurer, a 
bum." Rather than a temporary deviation that is eventually overcome, this transgression 
is ceaseless.153

From the point of view of atheology God is dead and God's presence is not made 

actual- God remains an absence. Here the claims of theology are radically subverted. No 

longer does the wanderer know "where he comes from, where he is or where he is going,"154 

the centre cannot be located. In the space of the sacred the experience of alterity renders the 

traditional opposition between the sacred and the profane undecidable. Taylor writes: "the 

profanation of the sacred and the sacralization of the profane disclose that no-thing is truly 

sacred and thus nothing is simply profane."155 For the atheologian, everything is thoroughly 

contextual. That is, from the point of view of atheology, orthodox theology closes down upon 

alterity and represses it-theology fails to think the reveilation of the Other as constitutive of 

any revelation. According to atheology, the withdrawal of the sacred is necessary for alterity. 

In the space of the sacred, errant wanderers experience an Other that eludes conceptualization. 

Theology, caught up in the presencing and represention of God, structurally precludes the 

possibility of alterity. From the point of view of theology, however, such creative (sacred) 

space is excessive. The excesses of atheology are, finally, heretical and condemnatory.
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For Taylor, if theology is surpassed and subverted, if the sacred is the death of 

theology, then the gift of the sacred opens "a way of totally loving the world, and not only a 

way of loving the world but also a way of [writing] of love itself in a time and world in which 

God is dead."156 How, then, does Taylor write of Love when G od- the God of orthodox 

theology, the God of the philosophers- is dead? Love is not a gift of God but a giving of the 

sacred. He writes:

Always disinterested, the gift is ohne warum. Giving without asking why 
appears as loving- loving unconditionally. The giving that gives without demanding 
anything in return is agape. Agape is unmotivated, purposeless, indifferent. Even 
when appearing as agape, the sacred is not a subject that loves and can be loved in 
return. Agape involves the absolute paradox of loving without either lover or beloved. 
Though no one loves or is loved, there is, es gibt, il y a loving. When interpreted in 
this way, the difference between agape and eros becomes unmistakeable. While erotic 
love, in all of its manifestations, presupposes an economic relation that is mutually 
beneficial and thus thoroughly sensible, agape is a nonreciprocal nonrelation that eludes 
every economy. Agape is not opposed to eros but is the giving not that leaves the gap 
eros ceaselessly tries to fill. The filling of the gap would be a closing of the ring that 
weds opposites. But such a wedding can never take place, for the very gift that brings 
the couples together also holds its members apart.

Encompassable within no system, containable within no structure, the giving of 
the sacred is beyond reason without being irrational. Agape, which can never be 
comprehended, is utterly gratuitous. The gratuity of the gift is the prevenient trace that 
is the offerring of the sacred. This offerring is always already pre-sent without ever 
being present. The pre-sending of the sacred is a prescinding that gives by 
withdrawing. The withdrawal of the sacred is not a negation but an affirmation. 
Indeed, the arriving departure of the sacred is the most radical affirmation that can be 
imagined. This affirmation is the for(e)giving of all being and every being. Such 
for(e)giveness offers the incalculable gift of being- and nonbeing.

The discourse of atheology, like mystical theology, is full of negations: agape is unmotivated, 

indifferent; no one loves or is loved; agape is a nonreciprocal nonrelation; etc. Here, negative 

discourse is the struggle of language to say what it cannot say. Taylor is attempting to describe 

that which escapes description and withdraws from language.

The withdrawal of the sacred issues in the gratuitous gift of love. The event of the 

sacred is an excessive giving/loving which is totally free and freeing. It is this excessive giving
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that is the for(e)giving of being and nonbeing. Such excessive giving, which is encompassable 

within no system and containable within no structure, is the "milieu"157 wherein alterity is able 

to resist totalization. It appears, then, that it is on account of the sacred- its withdrawal, 

which is a loving letting-go, which frees the human subject and where each person's relation to 

it is marked by singularity and interiority- that both Taylor and Porette are able to 

(audaciously) surpass and subvert theology. Taylor's attempt to account for the rise and fall of 

gods, including the transcendent Creator God, opens, as he says, the space for the religious 

imagination wherein thinking about what really matters158-  what I identify as resistance to 

oppressive and repressive structures and systems which is a matter of respons-ability and 

responsibility- can take place. Porette attempts to account for an experience of Love which 

occurs as an excessive-exterior sacred event within but not of theology.

The question which must be addressed at this point is: if Porette and Taylor appear to 

parallel each other with respect to a sacred "experience" which frees them from the bounds of 

theology such that theology is surpassed and even subverted, is it the case that when Porette 

says that her freedom is a gift of God159 she means that it is a gift of the sacred (for, as I have 

mentioned earlier, Taylor maintains that God is one of the possible names for the sacred)? In 

other words, are "God" and the "sacred" translateable and interchangable terms, or are they 

ultimately opposed? The matter is difficult to discern since God, as deity and divine, is 

sacred. Furthermore, as far as atheology is concerned they are not opposed, nor are they the 

same: the sacred is, in the manner of the frame, the condition of the possibility and 

impossibility for God. And, as I have just mentioned, insofar as God is understood to be other 

than the God of ontotheology, "God" may be one of the names of the sacred. While 

recognizing these complications, Taylor has been careful to stress that the sacred is not God.

Perhaps Taylor's position on this matter can be made more clear by considering his 

reading of Heidegger on the Holy. For Heidegger, Taylor notes, the overcoming of 

metaphysics involves a certain waiting. This waiting must be purposeless, for if it is 

purposeful waiting does not take place.160 Such waiting, which is a kind of conversion,
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"releases one into a Riss that remains open. Instead of the security of self-possession, which is 

supposed to be produced by the mastery of otherness and the domination of difference, the 

converted subject discovers "the more venturesome risk produces no shelter"."161 Waiting 

upon the sacred, which is the holy, is the fate of the errant wanderer. Waiting takes place in 

the desert where one is deserted. The holy, which is set apart from the whole, is a nonabsent 

absence.162 It is the space in which all gods arise and pass away. Taylor writes:

The trace of the fugitive gods is the nonabsent absence of the Holy. This trace is a 
different trace, the trace of difference itself, which can never be expressed directly, 
revealed totally, or known completely. It is ever elusive, evasive, excessive. 
Irreducibly ex-orbitant, the Holy eternally returns to interrupt the circulation of 
knowledge and to disrupt every form of circular exchange. To hear the "inhuman," 
"anonymous," "uncanny" murmur of the Holy is to become open to that which cannot 
be conceived, grasped, mastered, or controlled. To be "released" or "drawn" into the 
un-dis-closable openness of this rending difference is to overcome nihilism by no 
longer "giving a negative reading to that which is." Released from the need to assert 
self by negating other and incorporating difference, one is free "to read the word 
'death' without negation"."163

Thus, the death of God (which is also a sign of the death of the metaphysical subject) is an 

affirmative release into the space of the Holy. Whereas God is the Supreme Being, the 

beginning and end of all that was, is, and will be, the Holy is "a (w)hol(l)y Other that 

approaches as "the origin of that which has no origin"."164

But is not such a space by which (the) all comes into being and nonbeing ultimately 

analogous to the kind of god Taylor is attempting to disrupt? Is he not saying that it is the 

sacred, the Holy, which gives, albeit through withdrawal, life and death? Is not faith in the 

sacred, which involves uncomfortable and discomforting risks, of the same nature as faith in 

the Christian God? Is Taylor suggesting a more humble faith where certainty about God is 

suspended in the name of an Other, altarity, the sacred and the Holy, or is it disguised as such: 

perhaps thinking what has not been thought means thinking everything- thinking totality? Can 

believers in the Christian God concede to the idea that "God, in other words, is an aftereffect
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or a symptom of the sacred"?165 How are the claims of theology and ontotheology to be 

decided?166

Arrival at an Impasse

Caputo, at the end of his book Heidegger and Aquinas: An Essay on Overcoming 

Metaphysics, articulates the very impasse I have now reached: God cannot be an effect of the 

Ereignis for Aquinas, and the Ereignis cannot be an effect of God for Heidegger.167 I have 

shown that for Taylor, following Heidegger, the sacred is not an effect of God, God is an 

(after)effect of the sacred. While similarities may be drawn between Taylor's project and 

Porette's articulation of her experiences, there are significant differences. Where mystical 

union for Porette is the very heart of the Christian tradition, the sacred event for Taylor, while 

it occurs interiorly, is not a "depth-dimension." The sacred is not intended to be the meaning 

which underlies certain surface effects, it is not intended to be a hermeneutical key to 

understanding the scriptures, as mystical union is for Porette. For Taylor, it is not on God's 

account that we must deny knowledge of God, it is not because our capacity for such 

knowledge is inadequate, but on account of the withdrawal of the sacred. All theology is an 

oblivion of the sacred.168 Atheology, on the other hand, involves a negation so radical that it 

embraces negation; that is, the sacred occassions a denial of God such that God is absent and 

human subjects are thereby abandoned to the desert. This denegation of God is an affirmation 

of what really matters. What really matters is the differences which make up our lives. To be 

sure, difference makes life difficult, but sameness, in the name of life and comfort, is deadly. 

For Porette, I suspect, loving God and being loved by God is what really matters, where God 

is, as Caputo says, "an eternal loving Father, an all-perfect and personal Being."169 If what 

really matters on Taylor's understanding is respons-ability and responsibility to alterity, then in 

spite of such a possible definition of God as Caputo articulates, the question of whether or not 

Porette's God of Love actually represses alterity deserves further exploration (an exploration
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beyond the scope of this thesis). Perhaps Porette's God, which clearly allows her to 

resist/transgress theology, actually renders the position of atheology problematic. That is, 

perhaps Porette's transgressive theology also resists an atheology wherein the opening of the 

space for alterity depends upon the death of God and human abandonment.

For Taylor, God is dead and cannot, therefore, love nor be loved. The death of God 

occassions the sacred, and it is the sacred which opens a way of loving, that is, loving the 

world—letting alterity be. Whether Taylor's discomfort with the Christian theological tradition 

and his turn to the sacred170 which abandons him to errant wandering- to responding and not 

responding in responsible and not responsible ways to the summons of alterity- whether this 

resonates with anyone as they journey through life struggling with religious questions and 

questions of the religious, will differ from person to person. I have heard in Taylor the 

attempt to contest the notion that theology has "all the goods on God." And if it does, then we 

must look else-where for what gives and loves in nonoppressive, nonrepresive ways, even if 

such giving and loving entails resistance to God. Theology, upon such pretense, has proven 

destructive.

On the other hand, is not atheology also in danger of a certain destruction by 

suggesting an articulation of the sacred as that which gives G od- that God is really an 

aftereffect of the sacred? All theology, it appears, must pass through the discourse of 

atheology, and is this not cause for suspecting powerful totalization?171 Might not the 

subversive efforts of atheology, the Kierkegaardian "mole" strategy, be thwarted by a 

discussion of the condition(s) of the possibility and impossibility for theology where such a 

condition inescapably assumes an interested (despite claims to the contrary) and powerful 

position? That is to say, while the death of God opens a way of loving the w orld- without a 

why, without conditions- is there not, when we compare Taylor's project with Heidegger's on 

the matter of the Holy, the discovery that atheology actually requires a certain conversion: 

from theism to atheism (which is not anti-theism) which is constituted by belief in the priority 

of atheism. It is the priority of atheology that I suggest is a potentially repressive structure.
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If the difference between theology and atheology turns on the presence of God and the 

failure of God(s) to be present, the "truth" of the matter appears undecidable. Perhaps Kevin 

Hart, and, even more so, Porette, may not be sure of where they are going, but they are not 

erring in the desert, God remains. Others, however, seem to be on an endlessly errant 

journey. Mark Taylor is erring in the desert. Whether God has abandoned him there, failed 

to be present, or whether he has abandoned God for the sacred, depends on where one stands. 

Here, then, is an impasse: theology and atheology do not speak the same language, and if they 

do, there is no guarantee of mutual understanding. Furthermore, atheology, as a discourse not 

void of power and force, may also be suspected of structural oppression. As far as atheology 

is concerned, it is not a matter of deciding for or against theology or atheology. Their 

relationship is not that of opposition, rather, one is the condition of possibility and 

impossibility for the other. For theology the matter is not to be decided either, for it has been 

decided already: atheology radically denies God and must therefore be rejected. For the 

human subject, however, though decisions must be made, the choice, after all, appears 

undecidable.
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NOTES 
to the Introduction

1 Chapter titles taken from: ed. R. Scharlemann, Negation and Theology (Charlottesville: 
University Press of Virginia, 1992); Mark C. Taylor , Nots (Chicago: University of Chicago, 
1993); Mark C. Taylor, Tears (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1990); ed. R. 
Scharlemann, Theology at the End o f the Century (Charlottesville: University Press of 
Virginia, 1990)

2Tears, 204 and The Ends o f Theology, 241.

^The return of the repressed is impossible from the point of view of "the system" (all total and 
comprehensive thought). The failure of such a system is an impossibility. The system is 
constructed not to fail. Taylor, following Derrida might argue that total success is an illusion. 
Part of Taylor's project, therefore, is attempting to trace moments of resistance to totalization 
which return to haunt the system itself. He remarks: "In the Hegelian dialectic, otherness is 
always penultimate, for it is, in the final analysis, reduced to the same. Speculative philosophy 
must exclude altarity in order to constitute itself... [T]his exclusion is at the same time an 
(impossible) inclusion of what cannot be included. In Derrida's account of force and law, 
incomprehensible altarity returns repeatedly to interrupt and dislocate the lawful structure and 
structure of laws whose space it also opens." Nots, 86.

4Tears, 94.

^Taylor writes that Kierkegaard: "does not attack the system from without but, like a mole 
devoted to counterintelligence activities, burrows within the structure in a way that hollows out 
the very ground upon which the entire edifice stands." "Denegating God." In Critical Inquiry, 
(v. 20 Summer 1994), 599.

^He notes: "According to the "logic of paleonymics," it is a strategic necessity to borrow an 
old name to deploy a new concept." "Denegating God," 595.

^Being situated within certain contexts (in Taylor's case, philosophical, theological, etc.), he 
is a unique matrix of crossings that have their "origin" outside of himself. (Those "origins" 
are, however, also matrices whose "origin" lies outside of themselves.

^Tears, 91.

^Taylor notes in the opening pages of Erring that both philosophy and theology refuse "to 
allow the possibility that oppositional terms can coexist peacefully. Invariably one term is
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privileged through the divestment of its relative. The resultant economy of privilege sustains 
an asymmetrical hierarchy in which one member governs or rales the other throughout the 
theological, logical, axiological, and even political domains.

It is against just this hierarchy that so many modem thinkers rebel." p. 9. Hegel is 
one such modem thinker. Synthesis, is supposed to be, for Hegel, a way of overcoming 
hierarchy, however, Taylor makes the point that Hegel, inspite of himself, represses difference 
and valorizes identity.

^Taylor writes: "The question that remains after (the) all has been said is how to think naught 
otherwise than by not thinking. Nothing is, after all, always the question. The interminable 
question of the after-all is not original but repeats in a different register the question of the 
before-all. This repetition does not produce a mirror image in which beginning and end 
complete the circuit of reflection that encloses and ensures the completion of thought. To the 
contrary, nothing interrupts reflection. The naught that breaks the circuit of reflection cannot, 
however, be thought as such. Thought, therefore, remains forever incomplete. To think 
naught otherwise than by not thinking it is necessary to think that which "is" neither being nor 
nonbeing." Negation and Theology, 25.

^Taylor writes regarding Kierkegaard's strategy: "he realizes that to attack Hegel directly is 
to enter into a relation of opposition that is subject to negation and appropriation within the 
very system he is attempting to dismantle. In other words, to oppose Hegel is to side with 
him." "Denegating God," 600.

12Tears, 183

"Denegating God," 603 (footnote #1).

^Tears, 94.

15Tears, 91.

l^Kevin Hart, The Tresspass o f the Sign (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 37. 
I refer to Hart here because he explicitly discusses certain Derridian points only implicit in 
Taylor.

1 ̂ Tresspass, 36.

18 Tears, 69.
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^T ea rs , 83.
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25Tears (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1990), 204. Taylor continues: "The 
assertion of total comprehension might require recourse to a point of view that transcends 
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possibility of complete vision for human beings who now see through a glass darkly." Later I 
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^Q uoted in Nots, 17. From Science o f Logic, 20.

36Nots, 17.

37 Nots, 19.
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3SNots, 15.

39Nots, 18.

4°Hegel notes: "The concept is the soul, the end or goal of what is living. What we call soul 
is the concept, and in spirit, in consciousness, the concept as such attains to existence as a free 
concept existing in its subjectivity as distinct from its reality as such." Nots, 19. Quoted from 
Hegel, Lectures on the Philosophy o f Religion, 3: 356-7.

AlNots, 19.

42Nots, 49.

43Mark C. Taylor, ed. "Introduction: System... Structure... Difference... Other." In 
Deconstruction in Context (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1986), 14.

44Deconstruction in Context, 14.

45Deconstruction in Context, 15.

46" Denegating God", 600.

^Q uoted in Deconstruction in Context, 15.

48"Denegating God", 601.

49Quoted in "Denegating God", 598.

"Denegating God", 598.

^A ltizer, The Self-Embodiment o f God. (New York: Harper & Row, 1977).

"Denegating God", 598.

5^The absence of God after God dies.

54in his book Heidegger and Aquinas: An Essay on Overcoming Metaphysics, John Caputo 
links Being as thought and ground with reason and the logos, and explains that Being as the 
highest ground is, therefore, theological: "This book [Science o f Logic] is so called not merely 
because it deals with Being as "thought," but more importantly it deals with Being as
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"ground," which is a translation of the Latin ratio, which itself translates the Greek logos. As 
such, the Logic "thinks the ground-giving unity of what is most general" (Being in general); it 
also seeks out the highest ground. Thus, metaphysics for Hegel is a search for grounds (logic) 
in the highest ground (theo-logic) and in the most general ground (onto-logic)." (New York: 
Fordham University Press, 1982), 150.

"Denegating God," 601.

•^Taylor does not seem to address the question of what allows for the possibility of the 
Hegelian or Kierkegaardian God with a kind of Heideggerian answer where Being or Nothing 
discloses itself differently in different historical ages. Although I will argue that for Taylor 
"Nothing" acquires various names, for example, "sacred", "not", "God", depending on the 
discourse (ie., within theology it may be named 'the sacred', or 'God'; and within philosophy 
it may be named 'nothing', 'God', 'not'). Even if 'God' is a name for the Nothing, however, 
this God is not the God of ontotheology.

^T ears, 79.

^N o ts , 3.

Nots, 1. I am aware that descriptions that are only in terms of what something is not are 
terribly abstract. However, this is precisely the form appropriate to the spirit of Taylor's 
project: critical disruption of conventional categories and understanding in order that 
something new may emerge. To already inscribe that something as something is to betray the 
efforts of the project.

^T ay lo r lists: "theologians, philosophers and artists" who have followed the via negativa. 
Nots, 2.

Nots, 3.

^C aputo  concurs: "Being has always meant presence in Western thought. But presencing or 
presence refers us to the "present" in the temporal sense, that which is neither past nor future, 
and this clearly belongs to the horizon of time. Time, on the other hand, means that which 
passes away. But the more it passes away, the more it remains. Hence, time means the 
constancy of what passes away. But to be constant is to be constantly present. And presence 
means Being." Heidegger and Aquinas, 168.

^ M a rk  C. Taylor, Erring (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984), 49.

Erring, 49.
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^N o ts ,  24. Quoted from Derrida, "How to Avoid Speaking: Denials", Languages o f the 
Unsayable: The Play o f Negativity in Literature and Literary Theory, ed. Sanford Budick and 
Wolfgang Iser (New York: Columbia University Press, 1989), 30-31.

^ T a y l o r  writes: "'not' is both a boundary and a rule (or a 'frame') about the establishment of 
boundaries. Not is, however, a strange irregular ruler that creates irresolvable paradoxes. 
Perhaps the most puzzling paradox of the not is its necessary incomprehensibility; it eludes 
every system whose construction or formulation it enables. In this sense, the not deconstructs 
all systems from an "inside" that is nonetheless "outside". Every system is irreducibly 
incomplete, for it "includes" as a condition of its own possibility something it cannot include." 
Nots, 238.

67Heidegger and Aquinas, 152.

Heidegger and Aquinas, 112.

69 xhe not is a quasi-transcendental in the sense that it is a "no without no." Nots, 46.

10Nots, 71.

71"Denegating God", 606.

72"Denegating God", 606.
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NOTES 
to Chapter 2

73Trespass, 202.

7^Trespass, 6.

^ ̂ Trespass, 6.

7^Trespass, 26-29.

77Trespass, 37, 93.

7 & Trespass, 12 

79Trespass, 23.

80Trespass, 14.

81Trespass, 32.

82Trespass, 33.

83Trespass, 29.

^Trespass, 76. "Metaphysics precedes ’God’ leading us to imagine God as a particular kind 
of being-the original, the highest, and the ground of beings." 99.

85Trespass, 179.

86Trespass, 192.

87Trespass, 77. Hart claims that we must pass from the problem of how we conceive God to 
the problem of how we conceive the conception of God.

88Trespass, 104.

89Trespass, 242-3.
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^Trespass, 252.

9^Trespass, 202.

92Trespass, 257.

93 Trespass, 257.

257.

95There appears to me to be a step missing between Being as a groundless ground, in the sense 
that Being is not grounded, and the idea that God is a groundless ground in the sense that God 
is a non-ground. At the very least Hart might acknowledge the doubleness of the phrase 
"groundless ground."

96Trespass, 202. I would argue that negative theology does preserve a "God beyond G od"- a 
non-conceptualizable God beyond the concept of God. God, for the negative theologian 
remains a presence. For the atheologian, God is absent.

97Heidegger and Aquinas, 282.

98Trespass, 184-5.

"Q uoted  in Theology at the End o f the Century, 145.

100"Denegating God", 604.

101l would venture that nowhere in Taylor's writings is a distinction made between the God of 
metaphysics and the God of faith. The God we know is the God of ontotheology. (If "God," 
or more precisely, the sacred, is to be "known" it must be through unknowing, a "learned 
ignorance," or knowing otherwise.)

*02"Denegating God," 596.

^"D enegating  God," 598.

104»Denegating God," 599.

105"Denegating God," 599-600.
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106"Denegating God," 604.

107"Denegating God," 606.

"Denegating God," 606.

^ T a y lo r  notes: "It is important to realize that this sacred is not God but is that which 
remains and approaches when gods fail... fail to arrive, to be present, or to be present again in 
our representations. The failure of God betrays the sacred." "End(s) of Theology," 246.

1WNegation and Theology, 36.

111 "Denegating God," 595.

H2"Denegating God," 608.

113”Denegating God," 608.

1 l^Religion, Taylor notes, means a binding back "that is supposed to bind together." But if 
God is dead then religion binds back to nothing. Taylor writes: "To be bound to and by 
nothing is not to be free but to be entangled in a double bind from which there is no escape." 
"End(s) of Theology," 243-4.

H % aylor writes: "The word justice comes from ieuos, which means binding, sacred, and the 
law. Iuris designates that which is binding. Law, in turn, can be traced to leg, which means 
"to gather, set in order"; read and speak. Leg is also the stem of logos and logion. Religion, 
which derives from leig, "to bind," is a binding back or a rebinding." Nots, 76-7.

n 6 Nots, 92.

117Nots, 78.

H^Soren Kierkegaard, Fear and Trembling, trans. Howard and Edna Hong (Princeton, N.J.: 
Princeton University Press, 1983), 55.

H^Quoted in Tears, 184.

1 ̂  Tears, 184.
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*21"Denegating God," 609. Resistance is to be used against oppressive structures that 
ultimately destroy alterity. For Taylor, philosophy and theology have been two discourses that 
contain such structures.

m Nots, 77.

^23Nots, 77-78. Quoted from Fear and Trembling, 54.

124 Nots, 78.

*25Nots, 78. Quoted from Fear and Trembling, 55. 

l26Nots, 79.

127ft is important to note that I am not suggesting that the unnameable, unconceptualizable, 
Absolute Singularity is not real, but rather that it cannot be said to exist. The category of 
existence is not proper to it.

12.8Nots, 79. Quoted from Fear and Trembling, 59.

the story of the fall of Adam and Eve, the transgression of God, the same God Abraham 
trusts, means death. Adam and Eve were told that if they ate the forbidden fruit they would 
die. For Abraham, choosing the death of his son means life, choosing the life of his son, 
against God's command, may have meant Abraham's own death. How is Abraham to choose 
responsibly in this impossible situation?

130Nots, 81.

131Nots, 79.

132»Denegating God," 609.

133 Nots, 81.

134Nots, 83.

135Nots, 83.
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1 l^Nots, 91. Quoted from Derrida, "Force of Law: 'The Mystical Foundation of Authority'," 
Deconstruction and the Possibility o f Justice, Cardozo Law Review 11, nos. 5-6 (July-August 
1990), 961.

Nots, 75.

m Nots, 94.

139Nots, 94.

140"Delegating God," 604. The reveilation of absolute alterity displaces certainty and "lets 
go" the individual to risk making decisions in the name of another which, nevertheless, 
remains in proximity.

141 Nots, 73.

142Nots, 93.
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NOTES 
to Chapter 3

543Taylor does say, however, that the sacred abandons all experience. ("Denegating God," 
608). The sacred withdraws. The experience of this interior exteriority is, then, an experience 
of the withdrawal of the sacred.

144Taylor writes: "...the sacred itself is not temporal; nor is it eternal. The sacred is in time 
as that which is already past and, therefore, is always yet to come." "Denegating God," 606.

145 Marguerite Porette, A Mirror for Simple Souls. Edited and translated by Charles Crawford 
with Introduction by Anne L. Barstow. (New York: Crossroads, 1990), 31.

^4^ Mirror, 32. 

147Mirror, 33. 

US Mirror, 37. 

149 Mirror, 118. 

Mirror, 119. 

Mirror, 120-1.

1 "Denegating God," 594.

153 Erring, 157.

^ 4 Erring, 156.

155Erring, 196.

^ E r r in g ,  169. Quoted from Altizer, "Eternal Recurrence and Kingdom of God," in D.B. 
Allison, ed., The New Neitzsche: Contemporary Styles o f Interpretation. (New York: Delta, 
1979).
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^ i n  Erring, Taylor writes of the divine milieu: "The divine milieu marks the liminal time 
and space where marginal passengers always roam... This wavering vibration, peircing force, 
and irresistable medium (Mitte or milieu) in which everything arises and passes away but 
which does not itself arise or pass away, is the "ever-never-changing-same."" p. 112-3.

158"Denegating God," 594.

159Mirror, 37. 

l60Tears, 118.

161Tears, 118. 

l61Tears, 119.

163 Tears, 119-20.

1 Tears, 120.

165"Denegating God," 595.

16^1  suggest that it is not so much a matter of conceptualization as it is a matter for alterity. 
Taylor might answer this question by offering a criterion: which discourse oppresses or opens 
up the space for alterity? It is my contention, however, that Taylor possibly closes down upon 
alterity by stressing that it is the sacred in whose wake all god's emerge and pass away. This 
means that Porette's God is not, afterall, that which she thought God to be. The difficulty 
here is whether or not the sacred functions as a point of view that transcends human awareness 
(transcends Porette's but not Taylor's). Such a view- which suggests total comprehension- 
is, on Taylor's own account, totalizing.

1 ̂ H eidegger and Aquinas, 281-3.

16^1 have found in Jim Olthuis's work an attempt to reconceive God along similar lines as 
Taylor's sacred without the allergy to God language. In this way God remains wholly other 
and in proximity rather than withdrawn. God, for Olthuis, "lets be" by being-with rather than 
lovingly letting go and abandoning. This raises the question of whether or not Taylor can allow 
for a revelation of God— as alterity- that is not withdrawn.

1 ̂ H eidegger and Aquinas, 282.
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l^ T Ita t atheology, by positing the sacred as the condition of possibility and impossiblity for 
God and/or theology, may be suspected of power moves that in the end may be as equally 
oppressive as those it attempts to displace, was brought to my attention by Jeffrey Dudiak.

170 The sacred, Taylor would argue, is not ultimate, but I want to caution that it could be.
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