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In what follows, I should like to pose the thesis that the primary theological locus within which to consider the church’s political visibility is that of worship, praise, or doxology, and to begin to sketch out in what sense this is the case.  My thesis will be quite simply that Christian worship is inherently political in that the praise of Jesus Christ as Lord (“Lord” needs to be retrieved as a political “title” in-itself) is precisely the situation in which God constitutes a human people that are find themselves undergoing, and so living by way of, the very doxa—or manifest holiness—of God in history.  


My presentation is divided into three parts:

1.) First, I will offer an (all too brief) sketch of the overall project of Jean-Yves Lacoste; 

2.) Secondly, I will offer a series of “omnibus observations,” whereby I deploy certain elements of Lacoste’s project to “do a work” upon some of the latent presuppositions and methods of modern political theory;

3.) Thirdly, I will try develop the “logic” of liturgy with respect to the corporate life and worship of the Christian community.
1.  The Theological Project of Jean-Yves Lacoste

Lacoste is one of a group of contemporary French philosophical theologians—Jean Luc Marion, Michel Henry, Jean-Louis Chretien, and Jean-Francois Courtine among them—who give explicit theological focus to the tradition known as “phenomenology,” and who are interested in using phenomenological categories to rethink questions of God and Being, as well as the nature of metaphysics in the Western tradition.  Lacoste’s project is broadly associated with anthropological interests, and in this respect he is most often viewed as endeavoring to develop, largely through critique, the existentialist concerns of Martin Heidegger’s project.  In Experience and the Absolute, Lacoste develops a “phenomenology of liturgy,” whereby “liturgy” designates that primordial encounter between humanity and God which is inadequately accounted for on the basis of the typical phenomenological descriptions of what we “know,” “understand,” “reason,” etc.  This is all I will say about Lacoste’s “phenomenological” project, for it is not a project that is straightaway “political” as such.


What really interests us here is the way in which Lacoste deploys the category of “liturgy” to effect a critique of certain key notions that underlie most of modern political theory.  One way of reading Lacoste’s project, is to see it is as a reworking of the Kantian emphasis upon the categories of “time” and “space” as fundamental intuitions of human experience itself.  For Kant, quite simply, the subjective intuitions of time and space are what a priori ground the need for practical political reflection.  What practical actions follow from the fact that we neither inhabit an isolated place (universal space) nor time (universal history)?  “Time” and “space” make up, respectively, the fundamental tropes in each of Lacoste’s first two books, Note sur le temps and Expérience et Absolu.  Lacoste’s reworking of these two transcendental concepts begins with his questioning the basis of the presumption that our fundamental mode of existence is one of “being-in-the-world,” that is, as a time-place that unfolds as an immanent, transcendental horizon.  Lacoste wants to suggest rather that we exist more primordially in a mode of “being-in-vocation,” that is, as called to be “before-God,” in relation to a transcendent eschatological horizon, which is based not upon our having come up from the inside of the world to the edge of it (in the mode of “being-towards-death”), but rather on God’s having spoken a Word into our world from beyond it.  The critical force of this distinction, is that whereas the post-Kantian notion of immanental being-in-the-world forces us to relate to time and space in the mode of appropriation, as the means by which we take possession of this place and this history and make them “our own” (Eigentlichkeit), the liturgical notion of being-in-vocation places us in a disappropriative, or dispossessive, relation to this world, and so to time and space—we need no longer to stand in a technical relation to the things of this world, as our primary identity is not that of what we make of this world, but of what God’s calling makes of us.  It is important to note that dispossession is afforded an ontological status for Lacoste (he will speak of our “ontological poverty”); since we do not have a being we can claim for our own (in and of ourselves), but have our being only as a gift of God, we can only count on the grace of God’s eschatological interruption of this world’s order, and the reception of this grace, over and over again, within it.  Praise is that form of action of which it can be said that our being is so received (or better, constituted by God).  Furthermore, it is in accord with his notion of dispossession that Lacoste works out a Christological account of being human which he names an anthropologia crucis, or “anthropology of the cross.”  Here is an account of Christic subjectivity characterized by kenosis, by self-emptying, by continual dispossession of oneself (cross) towards the free grace of the Father (resurrection).


This will have to suffice for now as a précis of Lacoste’s project.  I will proceed in what follows to a consideration of how these concepts affect our conception of what “the political” is, as well as to begin to sketch out the premises and contours of an ecclesial politics of worship.  I will hardly be concerned to distinguish my voice from that of Lacoste in what follows; at any rate, if in doubt, you should take what follows as coming from me and my interpretation of Lacoste.

2.    Universality, History, and the Politics of Technique

I take the post-Kantian account of humanity to lead to a politics of possession, or appropriation.  “Possession” and “appropriation” do not simply name the attempt “to take control of things.”  They certainly do that; but more than that, they designate “techniques” or “practices” that follow from a certain standard account of political discernment.  We could say that the standard mode of political discernment is that which values anthropological universality, assumes a teleological history of development, and which privileges effectiveness.

(1.)  Universality.  Modern political theory is underwritten by the assumption that the bearer of political sovereignty is the “Lord Everyman” (Barth).  Modern anthropology assumes that we can know what it means to be human.  Attention is given to the particular political agent within a universal account of what it means to be human.  Once this universality is posited, then political discourse is reduced to two primary questions:  (1.)  Is this political action available to and possible for everyone?; and (2.) What will be the shape of society is everyone actually did it? (Yoder).  Once it is determined what the human being essentially is, at a general level, then we can move rather quickly to describing with some precision the kind of social structure that we want.  We need only then identify the social techniques – “democracy,” “revolution,” “non-conformity” –  that are most able to bring this nature to fulfillment, given the present circumstances.

(2.)  History.  As Hegel realized, it is only one more half-turn of the Kantian epistemological screw which thus gives us the “end of history” – knowledge of history’s telos.  For Hegel, we can also know that this telos is to be realized by the outworking of immanent history itself.  Here the concept of the eschaton is pulled back from the future (whether distant or immanent) and into the present.  Even where the future is emphasized, it remains the case that all that the future can possibly have in store for us is more of (or the “perfection” of) what has already been realized.  But surely to claim to have laid hold of the meaning of the immanent processes of history—whether as progress toward the German liberal state, as in German Idealism, or as the dialectics of revolution, as in Marxism, or as an unbroken and gradual climb to a future institutional and doctrinal unity, as in classical Tridentine Catholicism—is “to have chosen a particular provincial vantage point,” to have privileged a certain historical constituency and meaning system, and so ipso facto to have ruled out any movement through history that does not depend upon the dialectic of external/internal, and that does not somehow forego any encounter with the other that does not require at least some measure of (metaphysical) violence or coercion (Yoder).
(3.)  Effectiveness.  Once the universal “human” in genera is discovered, and the evident course of history is prehended, then all political action boils down to efficacy.  Those who understand truly what humanity universally is, and who can discern in outline the historical direction the course of events should go, can, and must, with propriety, push things in that direction.  Politics as such is a politics of technique, a politics that privileges production, outcome, and results.  And it is a politics which authorizes the possession, the taking hold of, the control of certain spaces and times, geographies and histories, for the sake of securing that future that is (manifestly) the right and property of us all.  This is, of course, the politics of totalitarianism.


So in what way can we put forward the life of the Christian community as what Bernd Wannenwetsch calls a “de-totalizing of politics”?  To answer these questions is a two-fold task:  (1.) it is a matter of rediscovering the primary political nature of the church as rooted in worship (liturgy as politics); and (2.) it is a matter of calling forth a renewed conception of political diakonia (politics as liturgy).  If we can think these two moves together, we can begin to think of the way in which the church’s political action (by which it “seeks the welfare of the city”) does not constitute another field or type of action (vis-à-vis worship, praise), but is by nature part and parcel of the liturgy.  

3.   The Singularity of Jesus, Apocalyptic Historicity, and the Politics of Dispossession

To say (as I almost just did) that liturgy is politics, is to say that the way forward is not for theologians to formulate an alternative vision of “humanity.”  It is rather to eschew the dominant anthropological bases for conceiving “the political,” and to question seriously our assumptions as to who God is and how God is at work in history.  This is to turn the question on its head:  The root of politics is not so much the fulfillment of the humanity we seek to make of ourselves, but of the extent to which we are committed to orient our lives around that which we value as “divine” in the world.  This is the import of taking the first commandment as a political one.  (As an aside, e.g.:  Practically, beyond the mere awareness that our parishioners who show up on Sunday are little concerned with thinking through the political responsibilities of their discipleship, we should move on to the recognition that probably many of those who sit in the pews are not really committed to the profound conviction that Jesus Christ is Lord.  Continuing to give them counsel about how they have a mandate from God to live better lives in relation to the marginalized, the poor, etc. does little ultimate good either for them or for the world, as they will not yet have been challenged on the root of the problem:  viz., that some other reality—money, “the people” (democracy), “freedom”—has been made their god.  In such a case we could do worse than to reiterate Bernd Wannenwetsch’s claim that the most important contribution of Israel to a de-totalizing politics has to be the biblical ban on the making of idols (Ex. 20:4); it is clear that both care for the “widow and orphan” apart from worship of God, or the participation in cultic practices without care for the widow an orphan, are both forms of idolatry.  Politics that is not rooted in worship makes an idol of human beings.  Worship that is not political makes an idol of “the idea” of god.)  In short, the first and most important point to make is that the rationale for the church’s political action lies not in its conception of an alternative humanity, an alternative world, or an alternative society.  True as these “alternatives” are, these do not constitute the core of the church’s political life.  This core rationale lies solely in the praise of the lordship of Christ, who happens to rule not as a regulative “ideal,” but as a concrete, historical human being, and who happens to be worshipped as God not as a culturally celebrated and intellectually contemplated “ontological mystery,” but as one who is only ever seen as God precisely in the kenotic historicity of the life and death and resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth.

(1.) Historicity of Jesus of Nazareth.  It is no accident that Lacoste marks the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth as the baseline for developing his notion of the anthropologia crucis.  But we must add to this, in light Philippians 2, that kenosis is no abstract concept in itself, no general account of humanity, but is rather itself the very concreteness of the Son’s absolute obedience to the Father that happens in the history of this single human being.  This means that we must resist the tendency of so much christological thought to make Christ a cipher for a general human relation to God.  I suppose I am arguing, with John Howard Yoder, for a retrieval of the “Jesuological” dimensions of the doctrine of the Incarnation.  To say Jesus is “fully God” and “fully man” is not a statement of what Jesus is but of who he is:  it is what gets said when people proclaim that crucified Jewish rebel has been raised, and begin to worship him as meschiach and Lord.  There is no conciliar definition, no ontological infrastructure, no metaphysical speculation, that will enable us to hold up the “truth” of “Christ” above the waves of historicity, to ensure the “truth” of Christology vis-à-vis what this or that local proclamation of who Jesus of Nazareth is for us today.  Chalcedon is a redounded exclamation of praise which throws us back upon the rocks of Golgatha, and of an empty tomb, here and now.  To say then that the Church’s worship is political, is to say that our liturgical task is first and foremost to become locally explicit about the particular history of Jesus Christ (Yoder).  Dietrich Bonhoeffer was right, the Church’s ultimate political question is:  “Who is Jesus Christ for us today?”  As Bonhoeffer outlined later in his Letters and Papers from Prison, the question “Who is God?” is restored to the world through “encounter with Jesus Christ”:  Christians pose the question “Who is God?” through participation in the being of Jesus (incarnation, cross, and resurrection).”  Furthermore, to take worship of Christ as Lord as the basis of political action, is to insist that politics has no longer to do with the fulfillment of infinite and unattainable tasks based on a universal humanum, but rather, through participation in the particular history that is Jesus of Nazareth, with loving the neighbor in the most concrete, local, and singular way possible.  To participate in the being of Jesus, is to love “the neighbor who is within reach in any given situation” (Bonhoeffer).  

(2.) Apocalyptic Historicity.  “Apocalyptic” is an overused, and so oft-misunderstood and (at times rightly) oft-maligned term today.  I will not attempt to wade through its difficulties.  Put simply, I take “apocalyptic historicity” here to refer a way of being in history that is rooted in the irruption of God’s reign in Jesus of Nazareth, and lives from (and not toward) the fulfillment of that reign through the free coming of Christ at the parousia.  The practical point of apocalyptic is that the Christian Church need no longer be in control of history; need no longer be concerned to make sure history turns out right (Yoder).  “We cannot sight down the line of our obedience to the attainment of the ends we seek.”  The church is called to celebrate and to proclaim the coming of the Kingdom, not to produce it.  Our way into the Kingdom is not “historical,” as a matter of effectively getting from here to there; our way into the Kingdom is apocalyptic in that God in Christ has made, and continues to make, his way from there to here.  If the way from there to here is the way of the cross, if, as the Seer in the Apocalypse tells us, it is a slain Lamb who is alone worthy to open the scroll of history, then the way is open for understanding the Church not as a people responsible for bearing a “universal history,” for pushing history towards a predetermined telos, but as a people who are visibly borne along by the historicity of Jesus Christ, and so who are free to await by the fullness of the Kingdom by embodying the coming reign of God that is Jesus’ own kenotic, cruciform mode of action.  The Church is thus free to devote itself to care of the mentally retarded, the seriously ill, the poor, the hungry, the unproductive aged of society, and is free to do so in a way that cannot be measured by any statistical index of political “efficacy” (Yoder).  Such political acts for the church are first about proclamation and praise.  That is what is so interesting about Matthew’s Sermon on the Mount:  kingdom-like behavior is not so much persuasive as evocative of praise:  the “watching world” (Yoder), in seeing this behavior, is led to “give glory to your Father in Heaven.”  If I am right about this, the goal of the church’s political action does not thus lie in its effectiveness as a “counter-economy” to capitalism, or as a “counter-ontology” to violence, or as a “counter-history” to the liberal West.  The church’s political vocation is rather, in the face of ongoing economic failure, to continue to forgive debts, or in the face of an increasingly violent world, to continue to refuse to participate in forms of warfare to secure peace, or in the face of a Christian public that continues largely to see Christian faithfulness in terms of a certain subjective state of personal commitment, to continue to bring its infants and its mentally handicapped to the baptistery.  The church does these things in the hope that in the face of their manifest ineffectiveness it may be given by the particular situation (as the event of one’s own historicity)—in a way that is a surprise, an event, a miracle—that the watching world sees Jesus, and come to see themselves as sharing in the life of this people who sing about the resurrection of a slain lamb.  The church is not visible when in its liturgy it evinces a kind of self-concern for productivity in the name of some ideal “Christ”; it is made to be visible precisely where its liturgy—its people’s work—just is the losing track of its own effectiveness under the great pressure of the doxa (gravitas) that is the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth—that is, when as a community of disciples it works to follow him in the way of kenotic, cruciform love.

(3.) Dispossession.  We can now say that praise is political in that it constitutes a way of living dispossessively in the world with relation to space and time.  It is the apocalyptic historicity of Jesus of Nazareth that so dispossesses us, in that it ties our identity irreducibly to that of a body and a history that are not our own, and calls us to make visible that body and that history in the present through the kenotic love of other particular bodies and histories that are not our own.  This is the politics of dispossession; it does not think of the church as forming a particular identity alongside other worldly (and public) identities, nor does it think of tying the church’s visibility to a particular “place” or “history” that can be secured and defended vis-à-vis other spaces and histories.  And yet it might finally be asked what this politics of dispossession “looks like.”  In other words, what does it mean to be visible as a people of dispossession, whose vocation as a body it is to live in such a way as to make visible its head – Jesus of Nazareth – as the Lord of history?


My answer is this:  It means to exist in a way that is at once both Jewish and eucharistic.  Or, the Church is Jewish because of the New Covenant in the Eucharist.  (To say that the Church is “Jewish” might be improper; I mean not to speak of “Christianity” and “Judaism,” as in two religions, but of the “Church” and “Israel,” as together that people elected by God to witness to and embody in history the apocalyptic coming of the reign of God, the New Jerusalem.  I mean here to indicate that the one God Christians worship in Christ cannot but be the one God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob; and that our worship of Christ as God is the result of our being graciously elected into the way of life that is that chosen people.  Incidentally, the Christian Church would be a lot less supercessionist and a lot more biblical if instead of trying to secure its own privileged status as a separate people, it insisted always upon Israel’s separateness, which is a different kind of claim altogether.)  If our praise is to confess Jesus of Nazareth as Lord, and if and as we recognize that christos means meschiach, we shall never be able as Christians to untie our life and worship from this one’s own mode of diasporic Jewishness.  This is to place the church’s praise of Jesus Christ as Lord within the same interpretive horizon as the “call of Abraham” in Genesis 12 to leave one’s country for the land God will show him, as well as within the horizon of the “prophecy of Jeremiah” in Jeremiah 29 to seek the peace of the city where one is sent.  To say this is to say that the people of God are visible as a people of galut, of diaspora, and of mission.  The Christian calling is not to gather in one geographic center (the “earthly” Jerusalem), but to scatter into the world and “make disciples of all nations.”  It is surely significant that 1 Peter is addressed to the “exiles of the Dispersion”; this exilic identity is not just a statement of Christian alienation in “Babylon,” but a lens through which the life of the church throughout history is to be understood prior to Christ’s return (2:11-12).  The visibility of the doxological people is thus always a matter of learning to ask, with the Psalmist:  “How do we sing the Lord’s song in a strange land?” (Psalm 137:4).  To say that the church lives a diasporic existence grounded in a missional vocation means that the church can only ever be in the world as the historicity of Christ is made visible in its political practices of praise.  The church is visible in the way she shares space with others, in the way she shares cultural resources and social histories, in the way she shows relative and critical loyalty to other local entities—that is, in the mode of praise (Wannenwetsch).  The surest way to witness to the fact that indeed the powers and principalities that structure the institutions of the world are even now passing away, is for the church to show that it is possible nevertheless to inhabit the world structured by these institutions in the dispossessive mode of praise.  The Church is present in such a way as to make visible the fact that the Lord Jesus Christ is not shut out of a world of violence and rebellion, but that he lives in a kind of solidarity with this world that reveals that it is precisely this world this is being transfigured and so made to praise him as Lord. 


The church’s mode of diaspora existence is eucharistic.  In its confession that Christ is Lord and Messiah, the church awaits in hope the coming reign of God, the descent of the New Jerusalem from heaven, by proclaiming and embodying the firstfruits of that reign.  If through Christ the nations have begun to be grafted into Israel’s election and vocation, so that finally God’s blessing of the nations through her is beginning to be fulfilled, then the Church is proclamation and sign of that proleptic fulfillment.  The eucharist is that proclamation (Augustine calls the eucharist the embodied Word).  Again, the Church is eucharistic as missional:  eucharist means that Christ is made visible as head of the Church and Lord of history where possessions are shared, the hungry are fed, the orphan is cared for, the stranger is welcomed, in such a way that God alone is praised and glorified.  Eucharist makes visible the politics of praise.  But here again it is important not to deploy eucharistic theology in order to secure some privileged ontology, some privileged counter-history, some privileged “mystical body” or divine “magic.”  For this is (perhaps even inadvertently and unwittingly), to make of the church’s eucharistic liturgy a kind of “control system” operated by its leadership which effectively marginalizes or excludes those not initiated into this history, this ontology, this “world.”  Better to think of the eucharist as a kind of “diversified system,” wherein Christ’s body is received in praise only as it is given over to others with whom it is shared.  (As an analogy, we might think of the struggle in the tech world between proprietary and “open-source” computer programs, the difference between a Windows product whose source code is owned and guarded carefully by Microsoft, and a Linux, whose code is openly shared and developed.) (To be clear:  I am indeed talking about a kind of “disestablishment” of the Church here, but not simply of its institutions, but rather of the way in which such institutions mask an inner presumption to some hidden ecclesiological essence that grants the church its own privileged universality.  What I am saying here is essentially to echo Rowan Williams’ insight that as the body of Christ, the Church in its very institutional visibility is committed, under Word and Sacrament, to its very questionability, to the questionability of all universalized schemes of human or religious meaning, to the questionability of any clearly discernable “Christian” ontology or metaphysic.)  

In the eucharist, the Church lives and makes visible the fact that the world’s redemption is not tied to a privileged place or history, but to a broken body, a body that is all the more itself as it is broken and shared, made visible in the broken bodies of others, and glorified as these bodies are cared for on the basis of the hope of resurrection alone.  This is the church’s politics of worship.  For this a way of living in the world that makes sense only if a slain Lamb is resurrected.  To such a way of living the powers of this world must not be expected to offer their consent.  Such powers can only come undone as the very world they seek to control is liberated to acknowledge and to follow this way of living in the mode of praise.  This is a politics subversive of the powers.  And it is a politics that, by way of such subversion, heralds the world’s conversion.

…………………………….

“Beware of open-source software, those nefarious free computer programs written online by groups of volunteers.  The license that comes with most of this code could turn a company’s intellectual property into a public good.  More important, it undermines the livelihood of commercial-software developers, putting a brake on innovation…


One way to write software, the proprietary approach, is [where a firm] hires the most driven programmers, pays them a lot in share options, works them hard – and then sells the product in a form that customers can use, but not change (because it comes without the ‘source code,’ the set of computer instructions underlying a program).  The other approach is open source.  Motivated by fame not fortune, volunteers collectively work on the source code for a program, which is [then] freely available…[Such a program] tends to be more robust and secure, because the source code can be scrutinized by anyone.”  -- “An Open and Shut Case,” The Economist, 12 May 2001

