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I claim that the so-called canned laughter, laughter which is part of the TV soundtrack, is, I think, the 
greatest contribution of United States to world culture in the 20 th century. Why, are you aware how magic 
this ethic is? Listen, I come home in the evening tired as a dog. I turn on TV: Friends, Cheers, whatever. 
And I look at it. I don’t laugh; I’m too tired. The TV set laughs. But I wonder if you are the same idiot as 
me, and I think I’m not alone here. The magic thing is that at the end of the show I feel relaxed as if I 
have laughed. Literally, the TV— So, it’s totally wrong those who claim that the function of canned 
laughter is, you know, a kind of a Pavlovian conditional reflex to trigger your laughter. No, it’s more 
radical—it literally laughs for you. And what I claim is that the same goes for religious beliefs, up to a 
great point, today. We don’t need to believe, we need another one, to use the Lacanian terms, “subject 
supposed to believe.”1

- Slavoj Zizek, “Slavoj Zizek on Religion”

I n  t h i s  t r a n s c r i p t  o f  a  y o u t u b e  video entitled “Slavoj Zizek on Religion,” Slovene philosopher 

Slavoj Zizek gestures toward the religious implications of the concept of “interpassivity.” A term 

created by Robert Pfaller, interpassivity refers to a kind of complementary phenomenon to that 

of interactivity. While interactivity invites me to exchange my passive experience for active 

personal participation, interpassivity, as Zizek explains it, is at play when I disown my passive 

experience itself and assign it to another -  when, for example, I allow the TV to laugh for me.2

The theme of interpassivity is one that Zizek covers in a number of publications, with an 

abundance of examples and analogies (such as the “canned laughter” motif cited above) 

overlapping from one piece to the next, even as his treatment of the subject varies somewhat

1
My transcription of "Zizek on Religion," http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JE9bE1wiHdw.

2 Slavoj Zizek, "Will You Laugh For Me, Please," http://www.lacan.com /zizeklaugh.htm .

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JE9bE1wiHdw
http://www.lacan.com/zizeklaugh.htm


according to the given context. As a philosopher heavily influenced by both Marx and Lacan, 

Zizek is interested in uncovering ways in which interpassivity relates to such concepts as Marx’s 

‘commodity fetishism’ and Lacan’s grand Autre (or ‘big Other,’ as Zizek refers to it), and his 

explorations lead also to theories on subjectivity, the ground of selfhood, and the Freudian 

unconscious. At the heart of these various intertwining themes is the idea of ‘displacement,’ 

whether it is the displacement of ‘things’ for ‘people’ that emerges through the Marxist critique 

of capitalism, the displacement of ‘sign’ for ‘signifier’ in Lacan’s symbolic order of the big 

Other, or the ways in which my own subjective experience is displaced by a kind of objectivity 

in my unconscious.

In considering the possible religious implications of Zizek’s writings on interpassivity, 

the idea of displacement is once again central. Christian analogies surface in Zizek’s treatment of 

interpassivity, pointing to ways in which modes of displacement are always at work in the 

Christian faith. The substitutionary aspect of Christ’s death enables a fundamental act of 

displacing my sins onto another. Pushing this idea even further, Zizek asserts that “Christ 

redeemed us all not by acting for us, but by assuming the burden of the ultimate passive 

experience.”3 Not only my sin, but my sense of shame or suffering can be taken on by another in 

the Christian drama.

Yet the displacement inherent in Christianity goes beyond Christ’s work on my behalf to 

include my response to Christ. Belief, Zizek avers, is always and essentially deferred onto 

another. He writes, “[W]hat one should answer to the conservative platitude according to which 

every honest man has a profound need to believe in something, is that every honest man has a
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3 Slavoj Zizek, "The Interpassive Subject," http://www.egs.edu/faculty/slavoi-zizek/artid es/the-interpassive- 
subiect. section 4.
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profound need to find another subject who would believe in his place.. ,”4 My belief is always a 

belief that there is another who believes. Thus, my belief is displaced onto another -  or to the big 

Other, the social reality in which my life is lived.

My emotional response to God can also be displaced. Zizek asserts that the “relationship 

of substitution is not limited to beliefs: the same goes for every one of the subject’s innermost 

feelings and attitudes, inclusive of crying and laughing.”5 When brought within the sphere of 

communal Christian worship, my personal incapacities for proper emotional response are 

compensated for by others. I am enabled to laugh, cry, and worship through another.

In this paper, I w ill argue th a t Zizek's analysis o f interpassivity provides fertile  ground fo r 

the  developm ent o f Christian understandings o f religious experience, such as the  nature and 

locus o f belief and the  enactm en t o f worship rituals.

Interpassivity and Belief

In the video transcript cited above, Zizek groups the phenomenon of “canned laughter” 

and its laughter on my behalf with the idea of someone believing for me. However, he elsewhere 

nuances these two ideas as related but distinct examples of interpassivity.6 While both examples 

involve the displacement of my experience onto another, the approach of each is slightly 

different. In the instance of canned laughter (or, to cite another of Zizek’s favourite examples, 

the VCR that records and “enjoys” television shows for me while I am busy with other things), I 

disown my passive experience, allowing the other to take my enjoyment of the television show
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4 Ibid, section 1.
5 Ibid, section 3.
6 Ibid, section 5.



and enjoy it for me. While I may be under the impression that I am enjoying the show myself, I 

have really surrendered my passive experience to another.7

When another (or the big Other) believes for me, the situation is slightly different. The 

belief that I have consciously displaced is unconsciously my own. Zizek writes:

According to a well-known anthropological anecdote, the "primitives" to whom one 
attributed certain "superstitious beliefs," (that they descend from a fish or from a bird, for 
example), when directly asked about these beliefs, answered "Of course not - we're not 
that stupid! But I was told that some of our ancestors effectively did believe that..." - in 
short, they transferred their belief onto another. Are we not doing the same with our 
children: we go through the ritual of Santa Claus, since our children (are supposed to) 
believe in it and we do not want to disappoint them; they pretend to believe not to 
disappoint us, our belief in their naivety (and to get the presents, of course), etc. [....] it is 
always ANOTHER who believes, and this other who directly believes need not exist for 
the belief to be operative - it is enough precisely to presuppose its existence, i.e., to 
believe in that there is someone who really believes.8

In such a scenario, I am functioning under the conviction that I do not have belief, that it is only 

the other who believes. Yet Zizek argues that while I consciously ascribe belief to another, the 

belief remains in some sense my own belief -  belief that is displaced onto another.9

Not only does Zizek see displaced belief as a kind of real belief, but he goes on to assert 

that all belief functions to a certain extent in this manner: “In an uncanny way, belief always 

seems to function in the guise of such a ‘belief at a distance’: in order for the belief to function, 

there has to be some ultimate guarantor of it, yet this guarantor is always deferred, displaced, 

never present in persona.”10 Belief thus differs essentially from knowledge, which can only be 

experienced in the first person.11 Presumably phenomena that we may think of as knowledge
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7 Ibid.
8 Slavoj Zizek, "Will You Laugh for Me, Please." http://www.lacan.com /zizeklaugh.htm .
9 "The Interpassive Subject," section 5.
10 Ibid, section 2.
11 Ibid. While Zizek states explicitly here that one cannot know through another, he elsewhere writes that "the 
Other can also believe and know for me" (How to  Read Lacan, 27). The context seem s to be seem s to be that of a

http://www.lacan.com/zizeklaugh.htm


‘through another’ (such as the acceptance of expert opinion as fact) falls ultimately under the 

schema of belief, for “knowledge is precisely not knowledge about the fact that there is another 

who knows.”12 In such instances, we are relying on the word of another -  a form of trust. In 

knowledge, the guarantor (myself) is present. In belief, according to Zizek, the presence of a 

guarantor is experienced essentially as an absence, as a deferral.

Because of this structural absence, belief functions fundamentally ‘through another.’ I 

myself believe, but it is never with the self-certainty of knowledge. Citing Kierkegaard’s 

“paradox of belief’ -  that the apostle, who demands faith, can give no evidence but his own 

testimony -  Zizek emphasizes that “[b]elief can only thrive in the shadowy domain between 

outright falsity and positive truth.”13 So-called evidence to corroborate one’s faith can only ever 

act retroactively -  the belief must already be in place before any proofs will bear weight.14 Zizek 

argues that this truth may account, at least in part, for the Church’s hesitancy to submit articles 

such as the Turin shroud for verification. Should the shroud prove to bear an authentic image of 

Christ, it would still serve only as an affirmation to the faithful, for “the miracle is inherently 

linked to the fact of belief—there is no neutral miracle to convince cynical infidels. Or, to put it 

another way, the fact that the miracle appears as such only to believers, is a sign of God’s power, 

not of His impotence.. ,”15 Zizek wonders also whether it would not be “more horrifying”16 to 

have the shroud verified, as such ‘evidence’ serves only to weaken the essential form of belief, 

which is properly situated in the uncertain space between truth and falsity.

Lacanian account of the relationship between psychoanalyst and patient, in which the patient (through a feeling of 
guilt) ascribes full knowledge of the guilt to her analyst (How to  Read Lacan, 27-9). This seem s to differ from true 
knowledge, as the patient is ascribing to the analyst a knowledge that is not in reality present.
12 "The Interpassive Subject," section 2.
13 Ibid.
14 Slavoj Zizek, How to  Read Lacan (London: Granta Books, 2006), 28.
15 "The Interpassive Subject," section 2.
16 Ibid.
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Lacan’s “big Other”

As a self-christened Lacanian philosopher, it is not surprising that Zizek is interested in 

exploring the correlations between Pfaller’s concept of interpassivity and Lacan’s grand Autre. 

This “big Other” denotes the realm in which we experience our social existence, a world fleshed 

by language and symbol. This world is immanent, but invites opportunities for the Transcendent 

to be glimpsed.17 In the terms of the Lacanian schema of the Real, the Symbolic, and the 

Imaginary, the big Other is the arena in which the “Real of human finitude”18 is transposed into 

the Symbolic.

Yet this symbolic framework should not be seen as less real than Lacan’s category of the 

Real.19 As the signifier is displaced by the sign in the big Other, this symbolic world becomes the 

reality in which life is actually lived. Radicalizing the concept of “commodity fetishism,” the 

Marxist framing of capitalism in which human beings ultimately become replaced by dollar 

signs, Zizek argues that there is a “structural fetishism” -  a replacement of sign for signifier,20 of 

Symbol for Real -  that is always already at work in the big Other, the world of social experience.

This in turn has implications for selfhood: “This primordial substitution of the big Other, 

the Symbolic Order, for the Real of the immediate life-substance [ . ]  gives rise to $, to the 

‘barred subject’ who is then ‘represented’ by the signifiers, i.e. on whose behalf signifiers ‘act,’

17 Slavoj Zizek, "Cyberspace, or, How to Traverse the Fantasy in the Age of the Retreat of the Big Other," Public 
Culture 10.3 (1998), 484-5. Zizek says of appearance, which corresponds to Lacan's Symbolic, that it 
"transubstantiates a piece of reality into something which, for a brief moment, irradiates the suprasensible 
Eternity...." (Cyberspace, 485).
18 "Cyberspace," 503.
19 I think I read this specifically som ewhere, but I had difficulty tracking down the citation.
20 "[T]he structure is always, by definition, a signifying structure, a structure of signifiers which are substituted for 
the signified content, not a structure of the signified." "The Interpassive Subject," section 3.
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who acts through sign ifiers .”21 We are thus brought back to displacement, to the other who acts 

or believes for me. Zizek wants to push this idea as far as possible, asserting that it is only 

through interpassivity -  through displacing my passive experience onto another and objectifying 

my own subjective experience22 (my unconscious, in which I remain a mystery to myself, is a 

prime example of this “objectively subjective”23) -  that personhood is possible.24

One of the mysteries of displacement, Zizek explains, is that an experience or action fills the 

same place within the symbolic order regardless of the agent. Zizek gives the example of saying 

“oops” when someone next to me trips -  the “symbolic efficiency” of the phrase is unaffected by 

who is saying it.25 Zizek sees in this interchangeability a decentering of the subject:
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The one who originally “does it for me” is the signifier itself in its external materiality, 
from the “canned prayer” in the Tibetan prayer wheel to the “canned laughter” on our 
TV: the basic feature of the symbolic order qua “big Other,” is that it is never simply a 
tool or means of communication, since it “decenters” the subject from within, in the sense 
of accomplishing his act for him.26

The possibility that my action (or passive experience) can be equally undertaken by myself or by 

another and retain the same effect in the big Other destabilizes my autonomous subjectivity.

Belief and the big Other

21 "The Interpassive Subject," section 3.
22 He makes a distinction here, mapping interactivity onto the signifier that acts for me and interpassivity onto the 
object that "suffers for me." "The Interpassive Subject," section 5.
23 "The Interpassive Subject," section 7.
24 Ibid, section 5: "Far from being an excessive phenomenon which occurs only in extreme 'pathological' 
situations, interpassivity, in its opposition to interactivity (not in the standard sense of interacting with the 
medium, but in the sense of another doing it for me, in my place) is thus the feature which defines the most 
elementary level, the necessary minimum, of subjectivity: in order to be an active subject, I have to get rid of -  and 
transpose onto the other -  the inert passivity which contains the density of my substantial being."
25 Ibid, section 3.
26 Ibid.



Zizek assigns knowledge to the Real and locates belief in the world of the Symbolic.27 

This schema maps onto his distinction between knowledge as an essentially first person 

experience and belief as operating through another. The big Other, the symbolic world in which 

belief is situated, is a social framework and, as such, is founded on the basis of “a fundamental 

‘trust.’”28 To underline this element of trust, Zizek offers a line from Groucho Marx: “Whom do 

you believe, your eyes or my words?”29 Zizek explains that when faced with a divergence 

between the “words” that the big Other is telling us and the evidence of our eyes, we often 

choose to believe the words. For example, a judge may be a dishonest individual, but we 

recognize the authority of her position -  the place she has been afforded by the symbolic order -  

and we give her the respect her office demands. We place our trust in the universal (the office 

that the big Other has established), rather than in its particular instance.30 Indeed, to argue that 

the evidence that the particular presents to our eyes is more ‘real’ or ‘true’ than the words of the 

big Other would be a misapprehension:

This paradox is what Lacan aims at with his les non-dupes errent: Those who do not let 
themselves be caught in the symbolic deception or fiction, and who continue to believe 
their eyes, are the ones who err most. What cynics who “believe only their eyes” miss is 
the efficiency of the symbolic fiction, the way this fiction structures our experience of 
reality. The same gap is at work in our most intimate relationship with our neighbors: We 
behave as i f  we do not know that they also smell bad and secrete excrements. A 
minimum of idealization, of fetishizing disavowal, has to provide the basis for our 
coexistence.31

Together we create the reality of the big Other, and to deny the particular kind of truth that it 

embodies is to allow oneself to be deceived.
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27 Ibid, section 2. Although this is the 'normal' functioning of the big Other, Zizek does trace a shift in modern 
culture in which the big Other can be seen as disappearing from the Symbolic and re-emerging in the Real. See 
"Cyberspace," pp. 500-1.
28 "The Interpassive Subject," section 2.
29 "Cyberspace," 498.
30 Ibid.
31 Ibid.



Mackie, “Believing for Me: Zizek, Interpassivity, and Christian Experience” 10

False Activity—or Authentic Passivity?

Although much of his writing on interpassivity is given in an explanatory voice, at times 

Zizek adopts a more critical stance toward the phenomenon. He is concerned by the fact that 

displacement of passive experience creates a space that is often filled by an increase of activity -  

or even a compulsive “false activity”32 designed to maintain the status quo. One of Zizek’s 

favourite examples of interpassivity is that of hired mourners at a funeral. Professional mourners 

(who will cry on behalf of the real mourners) are hired so that the bereaved can undertake the 

more pressing and lucrative business of settling the deceased’s estate.33 Zizek points to a similar 

link between capitalism and the Protestant reformation with its doctrine of predestination:

The paradox of Predestination is that the theology which claims that our fate is 
determined in advance and that our redemption does not depend on our acts served as the 
legitimization of capitalism, the social system that triggered the most frantic productive 
activity in the history of humanity. The very fact that things are decided in advance -  that 
our attitude to Fate is that of a passive victim -  prompts us to engage in incessant frenetic 
activity. We act all the time in order to sustain the big Other’s (in this case: God’s) 
fixity.34

The correlative of interpassivity is thus interactivity’s incessant thirst for involvement and 

action.35 As our modern world seems to increasingly demand such activity, Zizek suggests that a 

proper (even ethical) response might be that of passivity (as opposed to interpassivity):

Against such an interpassive mode, in which we are active all the time to make sure that 
nothing will really change, the first truly critical step is to withdraw into passivity and to 
refuse to participate. This first step clears the ground for a true activity, for an act that 
will effectively change the coordinates of the scene.36

32 How to  Read Lacan, 26, Zizek's italics removed.
33 Ibid, 23.
34 Ibid, 27.
35 See How to  Read Lacan, 23-4 and 25-7.
36 How to  Read Lacan, 27.



Authentic action may require that I resist interpassivity and authentically retain my own passive 

experience.

These alerts to potentially negative manifestations of interpassivity are well taken. 

However, interpassivity itself may yet have much to offer, for the simple reason that it points to a 

more accurate picture of human experience. As we have seen, Zizek goes so far as to claim that 

interpassivity is a requirement for subjectivity.37 Interpassivity also allows us to recognize the 

complexity and mysteriousness of our own existence. When I divest myself of my passive 

experience and place it on another, the remainder I am left with is no less myself. Zizek gives the 

example of an internet user who creates an online role for himself that is completely different 

from his usual personality (or even gender). Zizek questions which is more genuine: the role the 

individual enacts in the big Other of the ‘real world’ or the role he creates and uses online? Who 

is to say that the role he plays in the ‘real world’ is more genuinely his “true self’?38 Indeed, “the 

emotions I perform through the mask (the false persona) that I adopt can in a strange way be 

more authentic and truthful than what I assume that I feel in myself.”39 There is always an 

inherent fissure between my “true self’ (if such an abstract entity can be said to exist), my self as 

constituted and presented in the big Other, and even the self that I assume myself to be. Zizek 

reminds us that ‘reality’ is an ambiguous word:

The best comment on reality TV is the ironic version of [a] disclaimer recently used by a 
Slovene author: ‘All characters in the following narrative are fictional, not real -  but so 
are the characters of most of the people I know in real life, so this disclaimer doesn’t 
amount to m u c h .’40
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38 How to  Read Lacan, 32.
39 Ibid.
40 Ibid, 33.
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That which remains in the wake of interpassive displacement may or may not be genuinely my 

true self, but the same can be equally said for that which has been displaced.

So we are left with the question: what if the interpassive displacement of my experience 

allows for a more authentic passive experience to emerge? Following Lacan, Zizek draws our 

attention to the “paradox” that structures the experience of enjoyment:

the only way really to account for the satisfaction and liberating potential of being able to 
enjoy through the Other, i.e. of being relieved of one’s enjoyment and displacing it onto 
the Other, is to accept that enjoyment itself is not an immediate spontaneous state, but is 
sustained by a superego-imperative: as Lacan emphasized again and again, the ultimate 
content of the superego-injunction is “Enjoy!”. [....] Perhaps, the briefest way to render 
the superego paradox is the injunction “Like it or not, enjoy yourself!”. Suffice it to recall 
a father who works hard to organize a family holiday and, after a series of 
postponements, tired of it all, shouts at his children: “Now you better enjoy it!” On a 
holiday trip, it is quite common to feel a superego compulsion to enjoy, one “must have 
fun”—one feels guilty if one doesn’t enjoy it. [....] [I]t is easy to discern the liberating 
potential of being relieved of enjoyment; in this way, one is relieved of the monstrous 
duty to enjoy.41

Who has not felt this “monstrous duty” to enjoy, to sorrow, etc.—or the “liberating potential” of 

being relieved of this duty? Perhaps it is true that interpassive displacement creates a space for 

compulsive activity, but it may carry equal potential to create a space in which I can feel and 

believe more authentically. And perhaps religious interpassive displacement can offer the 

opportunity for authentic faith and authentic emotional response to emerge.

Believing for Me

As we have seen, Zizek locates belief in the big Other, the symbolic world that we create 

together. This is not to say that the big Other is the only possible medium for encountering the

41 "The Interpassive Subject," section 5.



divine,42 but it does imply that the mode of encounter that we designate as belief is formulated in 

this communally constructed sphere. Perhaps Christian communities (and religious communities 

more generally) in their essence can be seen as fulfilling the function of providing others who 

will believe for me. When I am incapable of believing on my own, I can rest in the faith of others 

in my community. Indeed, perhaps we could go so far as to claim, as Zizek does, that belief 

always occurs through another. Perhaps the notion that I can believe entirely on my own is not 

only unthinkable but hubristic.

Situating belief in this kind of framework may seem to threaten the personal autonomy of 

faith, in much the same way as interpassivity and the big Other serve to decentre the self. 

However, within a Christian framework, the possibility of autonomous subjectivity is always 

already challenged, not only by the communal nature of my faith, but by the asymmetry of my 

relationship to God. Any action (or passive experience) that I undertake toward God has already 

been initiated and enabled by him. In his book The Ticklish Subject, Zizek points to the strange 

economy of grace:

This paradox, necessary if one is to avoid the vulgar liberal notion of freedom of choice, 
indicates the theological problematic of predestination and Grace: a true decision/choice 
([...] the fundamental choice by means of which I ‘choose myself’) presupposes that I 
assume a passive attitude of ‘letting myself be chosen’—in short, free choice and Grace 
are strictly equivalent.43

Holding the idea of the freedom and personal agency of the subject in one hand and the all- 

encompassing nature of God’s grace in the other will always prove a difficult balancing act, but 

the truth remains that the doctrine of grace effectively subverts any ideas of a self-sustaining,
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self-founding subject. Perhaps we could say that in this way, too, I believe through the other -  

through the divine Other in whom I believe.

Worshipping for Me

As we consider the role that interpassivity plays in Christian experience, perhaps we can add to 

‘believing through another’ the possibility of ‘worshiping through another. ’ Interpassive aspects of 

Christian worship provide opportunities for a more authentic response to God. In communal expressions 

of worship, I am given the opportunity to displace some of my passive experience onto my fellow 

worshipers, onto the words and other symbolic media used in worship, and onto the God himself who 

calls me to worship. Through this displacement, I am relieved of the “monstrous duty” to worship and 

released to experience the possibility of a more genuine emotional response.

As the rituals of Christian worship—prayer, song, word, sacrament—are enacted, I am 

invited into a world not of my own making. In this ‘big Other,’ my experience is constituted by 

others. The prayers are written or spoken by others, the songs are sung by the plurality of voices 

surrounding me. If I find myself incapable of praying, singing, or speaking, the words do not for 

that reason cease to be spoken. I am carried by others (and I, in turn, carry them) through 

worship. I may be unable to laugh or cry, but I can rest in the knowledge that the Other is 

laughing and crying for me.

The sacrament of the Eucharist provides what is perhaps the ultimate expression of 

interpassivity in Christian worship. As I am invited to receive the body and blood of Christ, I am 

explicitly reminded that the body of Christ was broken for me, that His blood was shed for me. 

Zizek describes the freedom that this kind of atoning displacement can engender:
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The so-called primitive religions in which another human being can take upon himself my 
suffering, my punishment (but also my laughter, my enjoyment.), i.e. in which one can suffer 
and pay the price for a sin through the Other (up to prayer wheels which do the praying for you), 
are not as stupid and “primitive” as they may seem -  they harbor a momentous liberating 
potential. By way of surrendering my innermost content, inclusive of my dreams and anxieties, to 
the Other, a space opens up in which I am free to breathe: when the Other laughs for me, I am 
free to take a rest; when the Other is sacrificed instead of me, I am free to go on living with the 
awareness that I did pay for my guilt; etc. etc.44

Through the Eucharist, I allow the Other’s death for me, accepting and appropriating the 

displacement. In the physical act of receiving the Eucharist, this radically subjective displaced 

experience of Jesus Christ’s death for me is objectified and itself displaced onto the physical 

entities of bread and wine.
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Conclusion

In How to Read Lacan, Zizek opens his chapter on the interpassive subject with a quote 

from Lacan referring to the chorus in a Greek tragedy:

And what is a Chorus? You will be told that it’s you yourselves. Or perhaps that it isn’t 
you. But that’s not the point. Means are involved here, emotional means. [....] When you 
go to the theatre in the evening, you are preoccupied by the affairs of the day, by the pen 
that you lost, by the cheque that you will have to sign the next day. You shouldn’t give 
yourselves too much credit. Your emotions are taken charge of by the healthy order 
displayed on the stage. The Chorus takes care of them. The emotional commentary is 
done for you.45

Just as Lacan’s Chorus here serves as a means by which the theatregoer’s emotions can be “taken 

care of,” the Christian Church (in word, sacrament, and community) can be seen as fulfilling a 

similar role.

44 "The Interpassive Subject," section 3.
45 Jacques Lacan, The Ethics o f  Psychoanalysis (London: Routledge, 1992), 247, as quoted in How to  Read Lacan, 
22.
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Giving a unique, modern spin on Pascal’s exhortation to the unbeliever to engage in the 

act of prayer—to go through the motions of faith—in hopes that faith will come, Zizek suggests 

that prayer may fulfill quite a different function today:

[W]hat if one kneels down and prays not so much so as to embrace one’s own beliefs, but 
instead to get rid of them, of their intrusion, to secure a breathing space? To believe -  to 
believe directly, without mediation -  is an oppressive burden which, happily, can be 
offloaded onto another by the practice of a ritual.46

The interpassive, objective nature of the Eucharist relieves me of what might otherwise be an 

unbearable burden of responding to the death of the Other for me. Who could bear such a 

“monstrous duty” otherwise? How could the monstrosity of God’s grace be appropriated without 

such interpassive means?

What if this is not, then, merely the approach of the modern who feels threatened by 

earnest belief, as Zizek suggests, but a provision from God himself? As Zizek proposed earlier, 

perhaps authentic action can be undertaken only when counterbalanced by authentic passivity. 

And perhaps authentic passivity is possible only when a “breathing space” has first been formed 

through interpassive means. Perhaps the interpassive nature of Christian experience -  the other 

that believes for me, worships for me, cries and laughs in my place -  is not merely a fundamental 

mode of human experience but also a means of grace.

46 How to  Read Lacan, 31.
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