247574123

MONASH UNIVERSITY
THESIS ACCEPTED IN SATISFACTION OF THE
REQUIREMENTS FOR THE DEGREE OF
DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY

ONueeriereeeersnnnens 27 J 04 oo

.......... L L PP P ST T T . LR LY E A P L TP

Sec. Research Graduate School Committee

Under the Copyright Act 1968, this thesis must be used only under the
norma!l conditions of scholarly fair dealing for the purposes of
research, criticisin or review. In particular no resulis or conclusions
should be extracted from it, nor should it be copied or closely
paraphrased in whole or in part without the written consent of the
author. Proper written acknowledgement shou!d be made for any
assistance obtained from this thesis.




IF CREATION IS A GIFT

TOWARDS AN ECO/THEO/LOGICAL APORETICS

A dissertation
presented in fulfilment of the requirements for the degtee of

Doctor of Philosophy

Mark Manolopoulos
Monash University
Melbourne
Australia

2003




Table Of Contents

Abstract

Acknowledgments

1, INTRODUCTION

1. What 1f?

ii. “Creation”

iii. From What/Whom (Else)?
iv. Revisiting Divine Creativity
v. Suspending Grace

vi. Crisscrossing Ecotheology
vii. Derrida’s Gift

viii. Creation-Gift-Aporia

ix. The Path Of This Aporetics

2. THE GIFTS OF SCRIPTURE AND THEOLOGY
A Bdef History Of The Gift-Aporia

2.1 GIFTS IN SCRIPTURE AND ARCHIVAL THEOLOGY
2.1.1 The Bible’s Un/Conditonal Gifts
2.1.2 Archival Theology’s Un/Conditdonal Gifts

2.2 TWENTIETH CENTURY THOUGHTS ON GIFTING
2.2.1 Schmitz On Gifts And Presents
2.2.2 Webb On Squandeting And Gratitude
2.2.3 Webb On Divine And Human Gifting
2.2.4 Mation On The Gift And The Prodigal
2.2.5 Webb On Marion’s Excess

Paralyzed By The Aporia

v

48

48

48
49
55

60
61
65
72
78
84

89

B T e T e m e earen,

IR e R R R

i S R

3. ON THE WAY TO OSCILLATION

The Given, The Gift, And Oscillation

3.1 THINKING GIFTING ACCORDING TQO GIVENNESS
3.1.1 Maron’s Indebted Givee
3.1.2 Not Knowing Who Gives What

3.1.3 Marton’s Fluctuations

3.2 OSCILLATION AND OTHERWISE
3.2.1 Webb On Oscillation
3.2.2 Caputo’s Intimations

3.2.3 Detrida’s Saving/Abandon (Almost)

Paralyzed But Oscillating In The Aporia

4. THE OSCILLATIONAL ETHOS OF THIS APORETICS
Sketching An Oike/theo/logical Ethos

4.1 AN OVERWHELMING EXCESS
4.1.1 Silences
4.1.2 Tremblings

4.2 EXEMPLARY AND EXCESSIVE EXCHANGES
4.2.1 Letting-Be, And Violences
4.2.2 Instrumentality—Including Stewardship
4.2.3 Playing With Creation 3
4.2.4 Refiguring Return

An Ardor For Arduous Oscillation
CONCLUSION

Bibliography

90

90

91
97
108
116

123
125
128
133

141

143

143

146
148
151

159
160
170
179
188

197

199

201




Abstract

According to Jacques Derrida’s challenging and compelling text Giver Time
(1992), the gift is a patadox or aporia: on the one hand, the gift is marked by gratuity
or excess; on the other hand, it is constituted by circularity or exchange. 1 critically
appropriate this insight in an eco/theo/logical ditection. In my introductory
chapter, the work’s key concepts are defined: “creation” is figured as the matrix of
afl material things (othet-than-human, human, and humanly constructed), and
Detrida’s aporetics of the gift is desctibed (chapter 1). With Derrida’s thinking of
gifting in mind, I locate and discuss the ways in which the word “gift” appears in
the Bible and in pre-twenteth century theology. Twentieth century figuradons of
the gift by Kenneth L. Schmitz, Stephen H. Webb, and Jean-Luc Marion ate also
critiqued in terms of the gift’s tension (chapter 2). I then examine Jean-Luc
Marion’s phenomenology of the gift. By highlighting that which is problematical in
this insightful approach to the gift, I inttoduce the possibility of escillation:
constantly moving between the gift’s two basic elements, excess and exchange. 1
contend that an oscillating movement would respect and reflect the gift’s
contradictoriness (chapter 3). In the final chapter, the concept of oscillaton is
applied to the question of creation: if what-is is a gift, then it, too, would be marked
by excess and exchange. I thereby conclude the thesis by offering an oscillating eco-
éthes that respects and reflects the creation-gift’s aporeticity. Key themes include:
creation’s overwhelming excess and our silence and “tremblings™; and, an
oscillation between a letting-be and enjoyment with a certain utlity and return
(chapter 4). The aims of the thesis include: (1) to examine how thinkers have
contemplated the gift, and to propose a way in which this paradox may be faithfully
re-thought; and, (2) to indicate ways in which our interactions with the creation-gift

would be eco/theo/logically responsible.
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1. INTRODUCTION

i. What If?

What if what-is is a gift?

Acknowledging but bracketing the originality and utility of Cartesian doubt,
one thing we know with any certain.j is that creation is a giver: it is there; we belong
to a matrix of beings. However, when we move from the self-evident observation
“the wotld is 2 given” to the proposition “the world is a giff” we participate in a leap
of faith. We pass over the obvious and enter the speculative. When we consider
“creation-as-gift” we must be awate of the “as.” What does an awareness of the
“as” entail> We need to concede and affirm that the supposition (world-as-gift)
cannot be reduced to an axiom (world-as-given): the “is” and the “as” make a
world of difference. We can be certain that “creation is a given” but must also
acknowledge that the given world may be a gift “only” as a possibility. This “what if?”
needs to be recognized as such—as a groundless ground. After all, can it be
demonstrated—or disproved—that creation is #ndeed @ gift? Neither philosophy nor
science nor theology can provide convincing proof or counter-proof when faced
with this proposition. It remains an open question (for the time being).'

Why must undecidability be allowed to play in the following work? As
Jacques Detrida explains: “Undecidability is not indeterminacy. Undecidability is
the competition between two determined possibiliies or options 22
Commenting on this statement, John D. Caputo proposes: “Undecidability means
that we are caught between a number of well determined possibilities . . . but that

we have no algorithm to invoke to resolve the undecidability. It means that in order

! On an extended discussion of the question of the fragility of our suppositions (and associated
issues), refer to Mark 1. Wallace, Fragments of the Spirit: Nature, Viokence, and the Renewal of Creatisn
(New York: Continuum, 1996), chs. 1-3 [hereafter Wallace, FS).

2 Jacques Detrida, “Hospitality, Justice and Responsibility: A Dialogue with Jacques Derrida,” in
Questioning Etbis: Contemporary Debates in Philosophy, ed. Richard Kearney and Mark Dooley (New
York: Routledge, 1999), 65-83, 79.




Introduction

to get by we must proceed by a mix of faith, insight, instinct, and good luck . . .
Undecidability makes room for faith: it both cteates the space for faith and is
displaced by it.' The undecidability in the presupposition “cteation is a gift” must
be foregrounded in order to ensure that the following piece of thinking remains as
rigorous and honest and self-vigilant as possible.

Without a recognition that decision takes place in a context of undecidability,
this wotk would risk sliding into dogmatism; after all, dogmatism may be described
as the ignorance or forgetfulness of undecidability. As becomes evident, the present
study persistently dwells within the decision/undecidability dynamic: remaining
faithful to the logic or vocabulary of the what-if and as-if, what is constantly
maintained duting the present study is that the decision to perceive creation as 2
gift occurs in the context of uncettainty. This work is therefore mediated by the
possible, the undecidable, the provisional, the rhetorical, the metaphorical.® And,
this study can only retain its character of a study based on the “as if” if and only if
these traits are constantly and consistently recognized, accepted, and affirmed—
otherwise speculation would feign certitude.

Now, two further assumptions drive this work: not only is creation
considered a gift, but the figure of the gift is identified as an gporia, and, by

association, creation is itself figured as an aporia. I discuss the question of the gift-

3 John D. Caputo, “For Love of the Things Themselves: Detrida’s Hyper-Realism,” in Jowrnal for
Cultural and Religions Theory 1.3 (August 2000) <http://www.jert.org/archives/01.3/caputo.shtml>
4 August 2003 [hereafier Caputo, FL).

* On the role of undecidability in faith and theology, refer to my article: “When Madon’s Theology
Seeks Certainty,” in Journal for Culinral and Religions Theory 4.1 (December 2002) <http://www jert.or
g/archives/04.1/manolopoulos.shtml> 04 August 2003 [hereafter Manolopoulos, WAMT).

* To employ terms the ecotheologian Sallie McFague vtilizes to describe her own self-reflexive
book, the following work is: “a wager, proposition, or experiment to investigate.” McFague, The
Body of God: An Erolggical Theology (London: SCM Press, 1993), 84 [hereafter McFague, TBG]; also
refer to Jay B. McDaniel, Earth, Sky, Gods and Mortals: Developing an Fcological Spiritwality (Mystic, CT.:
Twenty-Third Publications, 1990), 49, 55 [hereafter McDaniel, ESGM); also refer to Mark L
Wallace, FS, esp. ch. 2.

% The figuration of creation as a gift is ore way of ecologically interacting with the world. McFague
makes the same point about her metaphor for creation as God’s body: her study “attempts to look
at everything through one lens, . . . The model of the universe as God’s body does not see nor does
it allow us to say everything.” TBG, vii; also refer to TBG, 17, 22-25.
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Introduction

aporia in due course, but begin now with a few introductory remarks regarding
apoxias per se. What is an aporia? The Greek word aporvs originally meant “without
passage” or “impassable, trackless™; gperia referred to a place or question marked by
a “difficulty of passing.”” “Apotia” therefore implies an experience of impassability:
that which resists passing-through, such as a puzzle ot paradox. The term has taken
on a specifically theoretical denotation, coming to mean “an irresolvable internal
contradiction or logical disjunction in a text, atgument, or theory.”

An acknowledgment of the aporia’s impassability .therefore induces a certain
paralysis: how to get out? But this immobility is a good thing: “aporeticity” opens
up the possibility for passage.” With specific reference to the gift, Caputo invites us
“to be paralyzed by this aporia and then to make a move (when it is impossible).”"
Robyn Horner articulates the nature of this decisive move: “An aporia, by
definition, cannot be solved, but only resolved by a decision to act in a particular
way, to act as if there were a way forward.”"! The disjunctive nature of an aporia
does not necessarily entail political, ethical, religious, or philosophical impasse or

paralysis: this double movement—or, more accurately, stasis-and-movement—is

T Liddell and Seott’s Greek-Englivh Lexicon defines aporos as: “without passage, and so of nlaces,
impassable, trackless”; it defines gponia as: “of places, difficulty of passing; . . . of questions, a
difficulty.” Heary Geozge Liddell and Robert Scott, A Lexicon: Abridged from Liddell and Scott’s Greek-
English Lexacon (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1958}, 92 {hereafter Liddell and Scott, AL].

* The New Oxford Dictionary of English, ed. Judy Pearsall (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998) 77
[hereafter NODE). Refer to Jacques Dettida, Aperias, trans. Thomas Dutoit (Stanford: Stanford
University Press, 1993); also refer to Robyn Horner, Rethinking God as Giff: Marion, Derrida, and the
Limits of Phenomenology (New Yotk: Fordham University Press, 2001), 7 [hereafter Horner, RGG}.

? Interestingly, the current meaning of “paralysis” teverses its original Greek designation: the verb
paralu means: “to loose from the side, loose and take off, detach from . . . to release or set free
from . . . to undo.” Liddell and Scott, AL, 524. “Paralysis” can therefore be a loosening and a
hardening,

' John Caputo, The Prayers and Tears of Jacques Dervida: Religion Withont Religion (Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1997), 184 {hereafter Caputo, PT]D).

" Horner, RGG, 247.
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akin to undecidability and decision, deconstruction and construction, uncertainty
and faith, zbesria and praxis.® Both impasse and passage are vital.

And so, the present work emphasizes those facets of thinking that seem to
have been forgotten, denied, and even demonized by (at least) western
philosophical and theological discourses: possibility, undecidability, aporeticity, and
so on. In light of my emphasis on these somewhat neglected facets in mainstream
philosophy and theology, doesn’t a sk arise: that this aporetics will therefore be
misconstrued as “another” display of postmodern posturing or obscurantism that
would effectively—and irresponsibly—downplay the ecological crisis? This risk and
possibility ensues ¢ and only if we ass:Jme that nuanced, provisional discourse is
automatically associated with impotent thinking.

To be sure, there is always the risk of a paralyzing self-vigilance. After the
developiment of all that is excessive or hubristic in western thought, it is litile
wonder that radical thinking (including phenomenology, deconstruction, mystical
theology, feminism, ecology, etc.)—whose insights guide this thesis—is keen to
expose the dubious developments of human reason and continually demonstrate
the exaggerations, limitations, and paradoxes of thought. But one should not
thereby deduce that critical and self-conscious thinking could not be constructive—
ot even prescriptive. What is required is the delineation of constructive paths in
nuanced and cautious ways. There is no fundamental tension between a thinking
that proceeds prudently and a concomitant praxis. A self-vigilant eco/theo/logical
aporetics is not ethico-politically ineffectual.

The requirement that the present work may contribute to a radically
ecological sensibility is not only motivated by a desire for rigorous (and passionate)
thinking, but equally (or perhaps primarily) by an awareness of the severe ecological

violence committed by humans. The present work is not a denial (subtle or

*2 Refer to Jacques Derrida, “Sauf /e nom (Post-Scriptum)” teans. John P, Leavey, Jr. fhereafter Derrida,
SLN], in On the Name, trans. David Wood, John P. Leavey, Jr., and Ian Mcleod, ed. Thomas
Dutoit {Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1995), 35-84, 53-54 [hereafter Derrida, ON]. Also refer
to Derrda, Géren Time: L Counterfeit Money, trans. Peggy Kamuf (Chicago: The University of
Chicago Press, 1992), 27-28 fhereafter Dernda, GT).
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Introduction

otherwise) of the ecological crisis but a passionate response to it. This aporetics

responds to the disturbing state of cteation:

If today is a typical day on planet earth, we will lose 116 square miles of
rainforest, or about an acre a second. We will lose another 72 square
miles to enctoaching deserts, the results of human mismanagement and
overpopulation. We will lose 40 to 250 species, and no one knows
whether the number is 40 or 250. Today the human population will
increase by 250,000. And today we will add 2,700 tons of
chlorofluorocarbons and 15 million tons of catbon dioxide to the
atmosphere. Tonight the earth will be a little hotter, its waters more
acidic, and the fabric of life mote threadbare.”

As the empirical data illustrates, the question of Earth and its deterioration
has rightly become an increasingly urgent and fundamental one." Although some
academics and industrialists may attempt to ignore or downplay the crisis, it is,
nevertheless, a crisi—perhaps e ctisis of our time and of the time to-come.”” My
study attempts to conttibute to an ecological “movement” (no doubt,
multifarious—hence the quotation marks), whose tasks include alerting humanity
to its terrible perception-and-treatment of the planet. The “why” of this project is
therefore linked to a desite to contribute to this most urgent of tasks, the task of
thinking and acting ecologically, of thinking and acting in ways which are mote
sensitive towards other-than-human others as well as human others. Hence, as

“theoretical” as this text may be, it is “ncvertheless” intended as an unequivocally

B David W. Orr, Earth in Mind: On Education, Environnent, and the Human Prospect (Washington, D.C.:
Island Press, 1994), 7. '

" For a statistical overview on the state of the Earth, refer to, e.g., Ghbal Environment Outlook 3:
Past, Present and Future Perspectives, eds. Robin Clarke and others (London: Earthscan Publication,
2002), produced by the United Nations Environment Programme,

'> While valid in its identification of the statistical exaggeration of a number of environmental
thinkers (the latter, no doubt, motivated by the noble intention of saving creation), a text like Bjern
Lomborg’s attention-grabbing The Skeptical Environmenialist: Measuring the Real State of the World
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001) combines, amongst a number of things, 2 gross
andro-anthropocentrism with a severe scientism~—and is thereby terribly irresponsible.

5
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eco-affirrnative text, an intention motivated by the notion that ortho-skepsss leads to
ortho-praxzs.

And so, acknowledging and affitming the roles of possibility, undecidability,
and aporeticity in this work, the guiding question of this study is: what would it

mean if creation were a gift—or at least were perceived as such?

ii, *“Creation”

To begin with, how is the broad and complex term “creation” employed in
the present context® Due to the sweeping nature of this word, the task of definition
requires a particulatly delicate, nuanced handling. I employ this term according to
an interplay of popular and refigured meanings—meanings in the plural, for
“creation” carries polyvalences and ambivalences. The word’s nuances may only be
brought into sharper focus as the study advances; however, a delineation of the way
“creation” is re/defined in the present work is partculatly useful not only for the
sake of clarity, but also in terms of disclosing some of the parameters of the study.
So, what is at work in the word “creation” The term is employed here to denote
(1) the dynamic, open-ended totality of (2) material things in their (3) relationality
and (4) creativity. I turn to a delineation of the first three aspects to this term in the
present section. The fourth characteristic {creativity), which concerns the question
of how creation is created, is taken up in subsequent sections, for it involves an
examination of the religious and theological denotations and connotations of the
word “creation.”

One of the definitions of “creation” in the Oxford English Diclionary Ounline
(hereafter OED) is “creatures collectively.”" This phrase folds two features of the
word. Fitst, it denotes creation “as a whole”—although this totality is not crudely

construed here as a closed collective: “creation” is employed with a recognition of,

' Osgford Engfish Dictionary Online {hereafter OEDY], which includes 2nd ed. 1989, ed. ). A. Simpson
and ES.C. Weiner (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1989), and 3td ed., ed. John Simpson, Oxford
University Press (in progress since 2000), home page <http://dictionary.oed.com> 6 August 2003;
to avoid repetition, I do not cite the Uniform Resource Locator (U.R.L}) for each dictionary entry.

6
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and apprecintion for, its dynamic and open-ended nature, marked as it is by relational
and creative corpoteal beings."” Second, “creation” encompasses “creatures.” How
ate “creatures” understood hete? Perhaps the most remarkable characteristic of
“creation” as it is defined in the present aporetics is its thoroughgoing
inclusiveness: “creation” stands here for @/ corporeal “creatures™ or entities.
“Creation” refers to the phusis (“the nature, inborn quality, property or
constitution”) of other-than-human “Nature” (mountains, tress, etc.) and human
beings, but alse to the fechné (“art, skill, regular method of making a thing™) of a/
things.”® Not only is “creation” here extended beyond elemerital nature, but also
beyond human culture; after all, as Alice Walker points out: “even tiny insects in
the South American jungle know how to make plastic . . .”" This word therefore
encompasses both the natural and the “ardficial”; it includes the primozrdial and the
manufactured. According to the present aporetics, “creatures collectively” therefore
not only refers to mountains or mites, trees ot cells, but also to the most
“mundane” of human and other-than-human constructions: skysctapers, chairs,
plastic bags, ant-plastic, and so on.

To be sure, this radically ecological egalitarianism is inidally artesting—even
disturbing: if “creation” has conventionally been strictly framed 111 terms of phusis,
then the present expansion of this notion will not only sound strange to our

anthropocentrically accustomed ears, but also seems to entail ethical

"7 The process ecotheologian Jay McDaniel often utilizes the term “tota]it)r’; to refer to creation in
ESGM, e.g., 106, 120-121, Due to its negative nuances (“totality” as a closed system), 1 utilize the
term matrix with its intonations of relationality and creativity: according to the OED, the Latn
word tneans “womb, source” and is connected to mater.

'® “The definitions for phusts and fechné are in Liddell and Scott, AL, 772, 702, 1 elaborate the
ecological and ethical import of these words as I proceed.

' Alice Walker, “Everything is a Human Being,” in Living by the Word: Selected Writings 1973-1987
(San Diego: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1988), 139152, 148; cited in Ecferninisnt and the Sacred, ed.
Carol ]. Adams (New York: Continuum, 1993), xit.
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indiscriminateness (I return to this question shortly).?” We may begin to familiarize
ourselves with this confronting democratism by citing, among others, the incisive
work of ecophilosopher Freya Mathews.” Mathews atgues against any “categorical
distinction” between the humanly constructed and phusts, and advises that we “set
aside the intuitive tendency, shared by many of the ecologically minded, to see
Nature as enchanted but our own handiwork as somehow intrusive and

disenchanting.”” Insightfully, Mathews adds:

The meaning of the artifact is finite and transparent to us because we
are its creators, but this may be too shortsighted a view. Perhaps we
should not be lulled by the familiar functional face that our artifacts
present to us. We may have baked the bricks and built the buildings,
smelted 'the steel and shaped it into automobiles, but these are only
transitory forms that are assumed by materials that are, after all, deeply
other-than-us, materials that have alien histores in the depths of
mountains ot ancient forests or in the cores of blown-out stars and will
have alien futures, once they have returned, as almost everything

created by us does, into the ground.”

¥ Due to the limits of the thesis, I cannot elaborate on the phenomenon of “strong”
anthropocentrism or “human racism™; however, its criticism and destabilizaton undetpins the
entire study. On this crucial question, refer to, e.g., Richard Routley and Val Routley, “Against the
Inevitability of Human Chauvinism,” in Etbics and Problers of the 21% Centary, ed. Kenneth E.
Goodpaster and Kenneth M. Sayre (Notre Dame: Notre Dame University Press, 1979), 36-59;
Robyn Eckersley, “Beyond Human Racism,” in Environmental Values 7 (1998): 165-82.

*' Radical eco-cgalitarianism matks works like Charles E. Scow’s The Lines of Things (Bloomington:
Indiana University Press, 2002) [hereafter Scott, LT), which cites Italo Calvino’s radically inclusive
Six Mermos for the Next Millenium, trans. Patrick Creagh (Cambrdge, MA.: Harvard Untversity Press,
1988), 124; radical inclusiveness also marks writings like Susan Griffin’s Woman and Nature: The
Roaring Inside Her, 2nd ed. (San Francisco: Sierra Ciub Books, 2000), 228. And, one suspects, radical
eco-egalitatianism pervades the works of many brave and thoughtful poets and artists.

% Freya Mathews, “The Soul of Things,” in Terra Nova: Nature and Culture 1.4 (Fall 199G): 55-G4, 56
[bereafter Mathews, ST). Also refer to Scott, LT, 34. Radical eco-cgalitarianism therefore exceeds
the impressive biological egalitarianism exemplified by deep ecology; refer to, e.g., Bill Devall and
George Sessions, Degp Ecology: Living As If Nature Mattered (Salt Lake City, UT.: Peregrine Books,
1985) thereafter Devall and Sessions, DE].

2 Mathews, ST, 56.

Introduction

Radical eco-cgalitarianism is crucial in terms of the way we think “creation™:
for the most part, excess, mystery, reverence, and respect have been historically
attached to the most “obviously” enigmatic figures——deities and angels, spirits and
souls, stars and planets, natural wonders, the human being, and so on. This is nota
criticism aimed solely at theology, for theology itself has, on the rare occasion,
pointed towards egalitarianism in the thought of thinkers like Francis of Assisi
(1181-1226) and Meister Eckhart (1260-1329). Eckhart scandalously professes:
“The highest angel, the mind, and the gnat have an equal model in God.”?
Howevert, in an age of ubiquitous artifactuality, what this thesis attempts to show is
that our awe and respect should be extended to a# things—even the humanly
constructed things that are usually perceived as “ordinary” or “lackluster.”

And so, the present study may be more accurately described as an szkological
aporetics rather than an “ecological” aporeiics: oikos refers to “home” and is here
employed to extend the terms of reference of “eco” found in the stricter scientific
term “ecology” which characteristically refers to the study of bivlagical systems.” 1

» o«

therefore often write terms like “ecology,” “ecological,” and “eco/theo/logical” as
“etkology,” “eikological,” and “orke/theo/logical” as a way of designating the
radically inclusive nature of this thesis: @/ cotporeality (biotic, abiotic, “natural,”
“artificial,” etc) is enveloped (and embraced) by the category of “creation.” By
evoking a radical democratism, this work emphasizes the things which have
become the most disregarded, denigrated, and devastated. These include other-

than-human creatures and the environment, but also those things that are produced

by humans that do not normally command our awe and respect—or even our

* Meister Bckhart: Dewe.sche Predigten und Trakiate, ed. and trans. Josef Quint (Munich: Carl Hanser,
1963), 148; cited in Matthew Fox, Breakibrough: Meister Eckbart’s Creation Spirituality In New Translation
(New York: Doubleday, 1980), 98 [hereafter Fox, Br. Also refer to Eckhart, “Sermon Five,” in
Fox, Br, 91. Eckhart’s respect for the conventionally ignored or despised pre-empts Pascal’s
wonder. After Blaise Pascal (1623-1662)—and discourses like quantum physics, one cannot deny
the depth or mystery of the microcosmic word, though it may often be ignored or neglected; refer
to Pascal, Pensées, trans. A. J. Krailsheimer [London: Penguin Books, 1995], e.g., 60-61.

% Refer to Rosemary Radford Ructher, Gaia and God: An Ecofeminist Theology of Earth Healing (San
Francisco: HamperSanFrancisco, 1992), 1 [hereafter Ruether, GGJ; McDaniel, ESGM, 25.
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attention. Indeed, we mass-manufacturers and hyper-consumers, constituents of a
throw-away culture, characteristically and harmfully dispose of these things by
casting them aside in overflowing landfills.

This aporetics is therefore and primarily a kind of ontics: the emphasis lies on
creation’s “thingness” or “whatness” rather than its “isness” or “thatness.” My
“indifference” to the ontological difference is driven by a focus on creation’s
cotporeality as “opposed” to its being—an indifference which attempts to preserve
the ecological imperative of the work. Furthermore, whether the bracketing of the
question of being is possible and justifiable, it is certainly #ecessary in terms of the
study’s manageability.

An important objection atises at this point: an expansion of the terms of
reference for “creation™ seems to imply a denial of any ecthical dimension to this
aporetics: if every thing falls under the category of “creation,” and if all creation-
things are considered “gifts,” then this apotetics would be unable to discriminate
against that which is ecologically violent—for how could ecologically harmful
things like plastic bags be gifis? To begin with (for I pursue the question of violence
along another trajectory in the fourth chapter), the following clarification is
articulated: a pragma (a thing) may be a gift (or marked by the aspect of giftness),
but it is presumably more and otherwise™ A thing’s giftness is but one of its many
aspects. (Things, after all, elude and exceed our conceptualizations.) My contention
is that humanly produced things like plastic bags, and, more poignantly, human
beings themselves, are gifts—but gifts that also disfigure and/or destroy other gifts.

A gift can also be destructive. This duality of the gift is itself reflected in its

%1 borrow, modify, and re-write (often by necessity) a number of unusual and even neologistic
terms derived from the word “gift” {and other words). The word “giftness” denotes a thing’s gift-
aspect. The term “gifting” signifies the act of gift-giving. (“Giving,” on the other hand, is a more
general termn and does not necessarily refer to gift-giving) 1 sometimes utilize the modified term
“gift/ing” (modified by a slash) as a reminder that the gift is both a creative act and a matrix of
beings. I also utilize “gift” as a verb, as in “X gifts Y to Z” or “X gj-ed Y to Z”; 1 hyphenate this
latter term (gift-ed) to distinguish it from its conventional meaning (“gifted” = “talented”). Many of
these words are not new; refer to, e.g., Webb, TGG.
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etymology: the Greek and Latin, dosis, of which “dose” is derived, can mean a
present, a poison, or a cure; in German, Giff means “poison.”™

An awateness of the multiple aspects of things may also guard against any
possibility that the postulation of an all-consuming “creation-ness” and giftness
that marks all things erases difference.” To propose that all things are gifts does not
thereby deny any individuation. Prygmata may share the feature of giftness, but this
shared feature does not thereby preclude their differentiation. Giftness is—-or may
be-—but one of many aspects to things. ‘

The definition of creation as “creatutes collectively” probably obscures a
third crucial feature of creation: this word does not (or should not) exclusively refer
to pragmaia, but includes the relations berween the things of cteation. This aporetics
acknowledges and affirms that what-is is indelibly marked by relationality. Radical
discourses (process thought, phenomenology, feminism, etc.) recognize that we
humans are embedded in 2 complex web of beings.” (Post-Newtonian science als‘o
confms the intrinsic interconnectedness of things.y Citing the work of Alfred
Notth Whitehead and the theologian Charles Hartshorne,. Stephen H. Webb
succinctly sums up the drastic implications of relationality: “Relation, synthesis,
dependence are not additions to any given entity but part of the entty from the

very beginning. The idea of independent, concrete substances is an abstraction that

2 Horner, RGG, 9-1; also refer to Derrida, GT, 81. The Greek dorvdokes means “to accept as a
present, to take as a brbe.” Liddell and Scott, 4L, 187. Also refer to Emile Benveniste, “Gift and

Exchange in the Indo-European Vocabulary,” in The Logic of the Gift: Toward and Ethic of Genervsity,
ed. Alan . Schrift (New York: Routledge, 1997), 33-42.

% This is one of Sallic McFague’s concerns about the radical eg-alitaniatﬂsm espoused by discourses
like deep ecology. McFague, TBG, 117, 121, 125, 127-129. While McFague questions this
egalitananism, it seems she nevertheless comes close to it with her “radically inclusive” hermeneutic
and Chustianity’s “radical inclusiveness™; refet to McFFague, TBG, 172, 173,

* McFague cites the following “postmodern”—her term (and an appropdate one)—thinkers for
their insistence on relationality and embeddedness: Alfred North Whitehead, Martin Heidegger,
Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Caroline Whitbeck, and Donna Haraway. McFague, Super;, Natural
Christians: How We Shonld Love Nature (London: SCM Press, 1997), 99 fhereafter McFague, SNC).

* On the physical sciences’ contribution to the thinking of relationality and interdependency, refer
to, e.g. Ruether, GG, esp. 38-38, 248, (Most of the ccotheological texts referred to in the present
wotk engage with post-Newtonian science.}
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does not do justice to the complexity of reality. Novelty, relationship, and
becoming ate the key terms that replace the traditionally static metaphysical

% While the ptresent aporetics

vocabulary of sameness, substance, and being.
applauds the espousal of dependence and becoming, it prefers—for reasons that
become clearer as I proceed—to maintain a certain tension between these two
logics, rather than perform a (somewhat justified) replacement or inversion.
Creation be/comes.

And so, “creation” signifies here (1) the material totality or matrix of (2)

material things in all their (paradoxical) independence and (3) relationality.

iii. From What/Whom (Else)?

A fourth designation of “creaton” refers to the creative act: As the OED
notes, the term also refers to “The action or process of creatng . . .” “Creation”
signifies not only the dynamic totality-of-things but also this matrix’s makings:
“creation” is becoming, process. Creation creates. Catherine Keller notes that “The
term ‘creation’ has the advantage of emphasizing the creative novelty, the
mysterious event-character, of what comes to be . . " Creation’s creativity is
signified in the Greek term posésis, which denotes bringing-forth or coming-into-
presence.”® “Creation” can therefore tefer to the creative actions of human and
other-than-human creation.” As part of material creation, humans create creations.

Hence, cultural products and artifacts fall under the rubric of “creation.” (This

* Stephen H. Webb, The Gifting God: A Trinitarian Ethics of Excess (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1996), 105 [hereafter Webb, TGG).

> Keller adds: “Thus we cannot simply exchange it [the word “creation”] for ‘universe,” ‘cosmos,’
or ‘nature.” Keller, FD, 5.

3 Pojésis means “a making: a forming, creating” (and it also denotes “the art of poetry”), while
astopoios means “self-produced” Liddell and Scott, AL, 568, 117. The terms “pofésés” and “autopoiésis”
are utilized in a variety of discourses, from Heideggerian to scientific.

** As one of the meanings of “creation,” the OED includes the following definition: “An original
production of human intelligence or power; especially of imagination or imaginative art.” Of
course, such creativity activity exceeds human activity.
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accords with the promotion of the egalitarianism of the present work.) It is equally
vital to emphasize that other-than-human others also create—such as the plastic-
creating ants.

Heeding the insights of discoutses advancing flux, becoming, and process
(Heraclitean, Goethean, Hegeliani, Schellingean, Nietzschean, Whiteheadian, etc.—
not te mention post-Newtonian science), [ acknowledge and affirm the dynamic,
creative aspect to what-is.”> The term “creation” therefore denotes. both creation-
things and creation-acts; “creation” does not simply refer here to what-is, but also
to its ongoing creativity.

Now, the notion of creativity raises a numbetr of broad, complex, and
correlated issues. The most immediately relevant problem may be framed as a
question: I remarked above that creation creates, but does it create aw/opoiétically
(self-creatively)—or are there other co-creators?

Perhaps the best way to broach this issue is to enact a kind of suspension:. to
suspend, on the one hand, is to “temporarily prevent from continuing or being in
force or effect” and, on the other, is “to hang (something) from somewhere,”
Suspension is therefore a double movement; it keeps undecidability open. But why
is thete a need for openness in relation to the question of the “who and how” of
éreativity? As 1 explain below, this requirement for openness proves to be
methodologically, ecumenically, and ecologically necessary and beneficial.

While creation certainly creates itself, the proposition that there are no other
possible co-creative forces or agencies at play would deny the undecidable nature of

the act of matetial creativity. In other wotds, a pure and simple anfopeiésis denies the

» On some of the abovementioned thinkers, refer to, e.g., Herachitus, Fragments, trans. and
commentary T. M. Robinson (Toronto: Umiversity of Toronto Press, 1987); Alfred North
Whitehead, Process and Reality: An Essay in Cosmology, ed. David Ray Gnffin and Donald W.
Sherburne (New Yotk: Free Press, 1979); Frednch Nietzsche, The Wil to Power, trans. Walter
Kaufmann and R. J. Hollingdale (New York: Vintage Books, 1968) [hereafter Nietzsche, IWP]. A
classic scientific text is llya Prigogine and Isabelle Stengers, Order ont of Chaos: Man's New Dialogue
with Nature New York: Bantam Books, 1984).

% “Suspension” also denotes “the system of springs and shock absorbers by which a vehicle is
supported on its wheels. NODE, 1869.
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possibility of m-creativity. 1 affirm the proposition that cteation itself should be
identified as self-creative, although I s leave open the question regarding whether
what-is creates exclusively amtoposstically or otherwise. This openness may be
expressed grammatically as “anto/poiésis™: the forward slash disturbs the idea of a
purely independent arising.

And so, with this dual-action suspension in mind, I am now able to approach
the question of the religious resonance of “creation.” The OED states that one of
the meanings of this term denotes both divine activity and the object of this
productivity: “the action of bringing” or “calling into existence of the world” “by
divine powet,” and “creation” is “That which God has cteated . . .” This definition
confirms the notion that the wotd “creation” insctibes what-is in terms of divine
creativity. Obviously, “creation” implies divine creation but this implication is
heavily qualified in the context of this aporetics. How so?

The insistence on undecidability in this study entails that the question of
divine creativity remains as open as possible. What this means in terms of the
question of a divine “who-how” of creativity is that the identity of a possible co-
creator remains undecidable: this co-cteator (or co-cteators) need not correlate in
any exclusive sense with the faith of any identifiable religion—especially the
determinate monotheisms. One could assume a number of alternative positions: for
example, that what-is js created polytheistically, or atises out of a chaotic abyss, or
emetges anfopoiéiically, or expands and contracts eternally, and so on. All of these
alternatives are registered here as lgitimate possibifities, for the questioa of creation’s
emergence—like the question of the giftness of creation—is an open one; the
question of the “from what/who” remains undecidable. Hence, the allusion to
deity in the word “creation” needs to be read here as an allusion to a possibility—
nothing more and nothing less.

But should a study that acknowledges and affirms its status as the exploration
of a possibility (creation-as-gift), employ a loaded and therefore possibly non-
inclusive term like “creation,” especially when “creation” implies a “doubled

assumption™: that the creation-gift (first assumption) is co-created by a Creator-
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God (second assumption)? In other words, does the employment of a theologically
charged word disclose a certain inclination—a certain religious or theological bias?
Yes, but one may inscribe this inclination or bias within the logic of the “as if” that
informs this meditation. The utilization of the term “creation” indicates an explicit
tecognition of, and openness to, the possibility that divinity plays a role in
corporcal creativity. The potential of this possibility should not be diluted by
refusing to engage this word or by exclusively drawing on alternative, less
theologically sonorous terms (like “cosmos™ or “universe”). However and at the same
time, an unqualified use of the term “creation” would perhaps betray a desire to
transform the possibility (creation-may-be-gift) into a dogmatic assumption
(creation-is-gift); hence, the urgency to suspend and reconfigure certain aspects of
the word “creation.”

Now, a certain dual suspension proves fortuitous and necessary not only
methodologicaily but also ecumenically and ecologically. A particular kind of
bracketing of the question of co-creator/s opens onto a radical ecumenism. If the
anonymity of creation’s co-creator/s is taken seriously, then a radical opening
ensues in terms of ecumenism—and not just in terms of dialogue between Christian
churches, or between Christianity and other monotheisms, or between
monotheisms and other religions: oikoumere, after all, signifies *“‘the inhabited
globe.” If believers v.ere to acknowledge that divinity (YHWH, the Trinity, Allah,
etc.) is ultimately marked by an irreducible undecidability, then the question of
divine identity would be tecognized as ultimately undecidable-—as a matter of fazth.
Incapable of being settled in any definitive sense, the nature/s of deity remains an
open question (for the time being).”* By keeping the question of who/what open,

this apotetics suspends the differences associated with divisive identifications.

Y Jiirgen Moltmann, God in Creation: An Ecological Doctrine of Creation, trans. Margatet Kohl (London:
SCM Press, 1985), xiv [hereafter Moltmann, GCJ.

® As a Christian process ecotheologian, McDaniel “nevertheless” keeps open the possibility of
polytheism: “Those who travel the ecological path can, if they choose, believe in the ontological
reality of gods and goddesses, all the while remaining Christian, or they can remain, as I do,
undecided.” ESGM, 145.
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Indeed, one may suggest that negative or mystical theology approaches this
kind of radical suspension: as Jean-Luc Mation explains, this remarkable body of
discoutse pursues a path of “unknowing,” “incomprehension,” “de-nomination,”
and divine “anonymity.™ As Robyn Horner rightly describes it, negative theology
“works aporetically,” and so mysticism and the present work certainly share
common ground.” However, even this kind of cutting-edge theological discourse
(pethaps coerced by orthodoxy?) seems to succumb to a certain dogmatics—a
movement contrary to this aporetics.* Perhaps the suspension of the question of
the identity of the gift-giver in the present work may therefore be understood as a
radicalization of mystical theology: this aporetics (which is not, after all, a theology)
emphatically plays with the anonymity and undecidability of the gift-giver—to the
extent that there may be no giver at all. Even when the present aporetics offers a
name for a co-creator (the God of the Bible) this name ultimately remains
structurally unnecessary. The thesis proceeds according to the supposition that
material ereation is a gift: an inquiry into who gifis—and how remains somewhat
peripheral.

One also finds religious thinkers who implicitly or explicitly (and in different
ways) bracket the question of the “how” of creativity. According to theologian
Kenneth L. Schmitz, the fourth century Christian thinker Lactantius “protests that

the failure to comprehend the way in which creation has come about is no good

* These terms are employed by Marion (and first of all by the mystical theologians he refers to)
throughout the essay “In the Name: How to Avoid Speaking of “Negative Theology,” in God, th¢
Gift, and Postmodernism, ed. John D. Caputo and Michael ]. Scanlon (Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1999), 20-53 [hereafter Mation, IIN]. Marion also explains that “mystical theology”
is 2 more suitable term than “negative theology.” IN, 21.

* Horner, RGG, 232. (Homer refets to “mystical theology” as “negative theology™ in this context.)
Horner adds: “The event to which it [negative/mystical theology] bears witness (is) impossible,
unknowable, an apona.”

*! This is apparcntly the case with the otherwisc remarkable Nicholas of Cusa (1400-1464). Marion
describes—quite approvingly, it seems—the structure of Nicholass De docra ignorantia (On Learned
Igroranc), wherein this possibility materializes: “The path is thus cleared for thought of the
incomprehensible as such (Book II), opening onto a cmplte dogmatic theology (Book T1I).” Marion,
IN, 25. T suspect that this kind of “opening” would close the essential openness of an
eco/theo/logical aporetics.
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reason for denying the fact that it has.”* Schmitz himself, who argues for creation
ex nihilo (discussed shortly), admits: “Theoretically, an appeal to God is not needed
in order to explain things . . .”* Margimalizing the question of the how (and why) of
creativity is also proposed by Sallie McFague: “A spitit theology focuses attention
not on how and why creation occutted either in the beginning or the evolutionary
acons of time, but on the rich variety of living forms that have been and are now
present on our planet.”* And, finally, writing as a phenomenologist, Marion is also
keen to preserve the anonymity of the gift-giver (tefer to chapter 3). The present
thesis shares this desire to keep the question of the (co-) gift-giver as open as
possible, and to focus on the gift itself—creation.

What is the relation between maintaining the undecidability and openness of
the question of the how-of-creaiion and the question of atheism? By maintaining
the anonymity of the gift-giver, this study keeps open the possibility of atheisrp:
atheism is recognized as a legitimate possibility with regard to the gifi-giving
who/what, since the giver (if any) may nos be a deity. However, dogmatic atheism
closes the openness of this question in its denial of the possibility of a gift-giving
deity. This apotetics opposes such closure. An atheism open to the question of the
what/who, and open to the figuration of creation as a gift, would acquiesce with
this aporetics. Even agnosticism (which is, by definition, open-minded) is certainly
amenable here: the only essendal assumption required is that creation is considered
a gift. My work is therefore open to the possibility of reaching every kind of
believer and vnbeliever—and, in Matk C. Taylor’s words, to those “between belief
and unbelief.”® This radically ecumenical aporetics embraces open-minded

believets, atheists, and “inbetwecners.”

* Kenneth L. Schmitz, The Gift: Creation, (Milwaukee: Marquette University Press, 1982), 20
[hereafter Schmitz, TG(]. The author refers to Lactantius’ Divine Institutes, Bk. 11, ch. 9. Lactantius
writes about creation, but does not conceive it in terms of gift.

¥ Schmitz, TGC, 69.
* McFague, TBG, 145.

* Mark C. Taylor, Erring: A Postmodern A/ Theology (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984), 5
[hereafter Taylor, E; also refer to Wallace, who recalls a biblical instance of un/belief (Mk 9.24),
ES$, 16.
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A certain “in-difference” to the question of the identity of the gift-giver is
ecologically fortuitous, for the crux of the study lies with the gift itself (creation).
By keeping the question of who/what as open as possible, I am thereby able to
devote more time to the question of the gift per se. If the essential assumption of
the thesis is that creation is perceived as a gift, I am better able to focus on the sikos
rather than the #vos. By emphasizing the anonymity of the giver, the way is paved
for ecological thought. Treating the question of gift-giver/s in any in-depth way
would necessarily subtract from the focus of the study. In theology and philosophy,
not enough time and attention has been paid to the corporeal: my wotk is guided
by the need to redress this imbalance. Hence, the ruling question here is “what if
what4s is a gift?” rather than “what/who is the giver who gifts?” My immediate

concern is 2be gift itself.

iv. Revisiting Divine Creativity

Remaining faithful to this dual suspension, 1 now tutn to a relatively brief
examination of the layers of theological meaning that have accrued in this word
“creation” and its requisite re-inscription in light of the present apotetics. The term
certainly registers a number of suspect construals of divine creativity. It is therefore
necessary to examine the religious nuances of this term, fot, without its rethinking,
these questionable aspects will be carried with the term in the ensuing meditation.

Theology typically (though not exclusively) defines deity as an omnipotent
Creator-God, and the “how” of creation is characterized by orthodoxy in terms of
the notion of creatio ex nibilo: that God creates the wotld in an absolute sense; in
other words, before the divine creative-act there is absolutely nothing.* ‘This

appatently post-sctiptural axiom has been increasingly questioned by a number of

% On the stereotypes identified with the notion of “Creator,” refer to, e.g, Keller, FD, 6,
McDaniel, ESGM, 138.
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biblical exegetes and theologians.” Schmitz concedes that “most Biblical scholars
are more reserved” when it comes to reading the Genesis account as “the explicit
affirmaton of creation from nothing”; indeed, after a very brief perusal of the
biblical text, Schmitz agrees that “the explicit doctrine of creation ex #ibilo is #ot to
be claimed for the cosmogony set forth in Genesis . .

The most recent and devastating critique of this doctrine is undertaken by
Keller in Face of the Deep, with its passionate commitment to Genesis 1.2: “the earth
was a formless void (fobw va bobu)y and darkness covered the face of the deep (tebom),
while a wind from God (mwach elohin)y swept over the face of the waters,” Keller
convincingly argues that Genesis 1.2 portrays biblical creation as an interplay
between ruach and the chaotic, primordial sbo rather than a unilateral action by an
omnipotent Creator.”

A brief discussion of Genesis 1 will suppott the proposition that biblical
creation seems to be wm-creation. The creation-act involves a multplicity of
movements: (1) there is a play between divine spirit and the abyss (Gen 1.2); (2)
Elohim beckons a letting-be (Gen 1.3)—which is pethaps a “solicitation” rather
than a command; and, (3) this co-creation is marked by dispersal and difference
(Gen. 1.4£).> The creative act of Genesis 1 is therefore manifold: it is interactive, a
seductive open-invitation, and disseminative. Co-creation is irreducible to one kind

of event; it stresses interrelation between deity and primordial materiality, a calling-

¥ Pethaps the definitive study of “creation from nothing” is Gerhatd May’s Creatio Ex Nitito: The
Doctrine of “Creation Out of Noithing” in Early Christian Thought, trans, A, 8. Wotrall (Edinburgh: T. and
T. Clack, 1994). '

*® Schmitz, TGC, 15; 16, second emphasis added.

* Refer to Kellet, Faw of the Deep: A Theolgy of Becoming (London: Roudedge, 2003) [hercafter
Keller, FD)]. “Tebors” is, by definition, difficult to descdbe or even allegorize. Having nuanced het
metaphors, the following list is composed: “dimensionality, womb; complicativ, différance, khora,
no/thing and in/finite; milieu of milicus, where what will be, is becoming . . .” FD, 213, However,
the techom should be differentiated from deity; as Keller explains, the deep is the “en” in the pan-en-
theo. FD, 219, 227.

* Keller proposes that the divine call may be a “seduction” or “a whisper of desire.” Keller, FD,
115, 116, McDaniel proffers: “God has created and continues to create the word through

persuasion mather than coercion, evocation rather than manipulation, iavitaton rather than
compulsion.” McDaniel, ESGM, 98.
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forth which is a letting-be, and 2 mulsiplying individuation> And so, all these
aspects to “cteation” seem to confound and exceed any simple and conventional
notion of material creation as an absolute origination from an all-powerful deity.
Karen Baker-Fletcher concludes: “According to Genesis, then, the deep, the
datkness, the waters dance in cocreative activity with God.”**

Howewer, cteation-from-nothing should not be discounted outright—despite
its dubious elements. Keller herself admits to the pessibility that bz itself may be
divinely created.® And so, Scripture #tself leaves open the possibility of a divine
creation from nothing. The current aporetics respects and reflects scriptural
undecidability (angd, of course, exceeds it by keeping other-than-biblical possibilities
open). Hence, the present study makes room for the contradictory variety of a/ of
these figurings of divine creation—as perplexing as this co-habitatibn appears. The
mutually exclusive promotion of one or the other denies the possibility of co-
creation, which is a possibility maintained by the present aporetics. An unwavering
recognition of the undecidability or play between the two basic positions, pure
antopoiésis and creatio ex nibilo, may be expressed by adding the prefix “co® (once
again, with the indispensable forward slash) to verbs like “created” (co/created)
and “gift-ed” (co/gift-ed).

There are further reasons for the retention of the doctrine of creatio ex nibilo as
a possibility. The retention of the possibility of creatio ex: nililo may be understood as

a certain kind of recognition that the doctrine perhaps arises with the best of

*! The multiple creative-acts of the Bible—iateraction, clocution, letting-be, dissemination—would
ostensibly be orberurise than how we humans could think such events, for, by definition, they exceed
the human capacily to think them. In other words, divine co-creation would exceed human
comprehension. Moltmann contends: “Because God’s creative activity has no analogy, it is also
unimaginable.” Moltmann, GC, 73; also refer to Madon, God Without Being, trans. Thomas A.
Catlson (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991), 105 [hereafter Marion, GWB]. (Originally
published as Dies sans étre. Hors-texcte [Paris: Libraide Arthéme Fayard, 1982).)

%2 Karen Baker-Fletches, Sisters of Dust, Sisters of Spirit: Womanist Wordings on God and Creation
(Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress Press, 1998), 24; cited in Keller, FD, 240, n. 6.

** Keller, FD, 46. An attentive thinker like Keller does not simplistically propose the “demolition”
of the doctrine of creatio ex nibile but argues for this dominant notion’s “destabilization.” Keller,
FD, 6. Strategies that contribute to “the destabilization of founding certainties” are certainly
welcomed by this aporetics.

20

Introduction

ecological intentions: citing the work of Paul Santmire, Keller explains that Irenaeus
(120-202 C.E.) defends this teaching as a challenge against flagrantly anti-ecological
gnosticism.* The notion of creation from nothing is meant to safeguard the intrinsic
goodness of matter—even though it also and primarily marginalizes the fehor.

Having affirmed the retention of the multiple, divergent modes of creation
(including creation from nothing), one must nevertheless tegister the significance of
those modes which have been traditionally ignored, marginalized, or hereticized
(interaction, communication, letting-be). Furthermore, as Keller's work
demonstrates, these characterizations of the creation-act offer incisively sikdogical
ways of interpreting, and interacting with, the world.

So far T have examined the way in which the “how” of creation has been
depicted theologically. How does theology construe the “what” of divine creation?
In the context of an “all-powerful” God who cteates from nothing, “creation™ is
conventionally construed as a piece of “handiwork” (Ps 19.1) single-handedly
produced by this Creator. Schmitz correctly identifies that “an absolutely all-
powerful God, creator ex nzhile, seems utterly outmoded” but then, somewhat
unenthusiastically, asks whether a finite or processual God, “in mutual interaction
with creatures, giving but also receiving from them” is the only other option.*
Unfortunately, Schmitz does not pursue this possibility, fot, when construed in
terms of ex wibilo, “‘creation” can imply a kind of entitely completed and
cssentialized object, thereby restricting it as a temporal, processual, and restless

manifold of beings.*

* Keller, FD, 50; refer to Santmire, TN, 43. Keller prudently advises that the ccologically bivalent
character of creation from nothing “would mean learing to distinguish the matter-affirming
intention of the ex #ikik from its own matter-nihilating dualism.” FD, 50. With regard to the
citation of chronological information pertaining to pre-twentieth century theological figures, 1
provide approxirmate dates; furthermore, the appellation “Common Ea” is unnecessary, as all the
relevant figures cited arise duting this pedod.

%% Schmitz, TGC, 66.

% McFague cites Elizabeth Grosz’s definition of “essentialism™: “Essentialism . . . refers to the
existence of fixed charactedstics, given attributes, and ahistorical functions which Limit the
possibilities of change and thus of social reorganization . . .” Grosz, “Conclusion: A Note on
Essentialism and Difference,” in Feminist Knewledge: Critique and Construct, ed. Sneja Gunew (New
York: Routledge, 1990, 332-344, 334; cited in McFague, SNC, 181, n. 26.
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The notion of a static creation is implied in Genesis itself: “And on the
seventh day God findshed the work that he [sic] bad done . . . (Gen 2.2; emphasis
added)”” McFague reads the characteristics of artifactness and completeness in the
Genesis story: Eloliim creates the creation-artifact in “six days” and rests on the
“seventh.”® The literality or metaphoricity of this narrative matters little here; of
impott is the story’s vocabulary of completion: creation seems to lack autonomy and
process. However, discourses have arisen (philosophies of becoming, process
thought, etc.) that displace received notions of a static creation.

The idea of creation as a completed object by a divine overlord authorizes a
mote dubious one: that the other-than-human wotld is given—perhaps as a gift—7
bumans.® Again, biblical passages like Genesis 1.26-28 (human dominion over
cteadon) and Genesis 9 (the covenant with Noah) promote or easily lend
themselves to the anthropocentric notion that other-than-human creation is for
bumans—both in terms of an instrumentalism and domination.” With
instramentalism, a pragma is fundamentally or exclusively construed as a thing of
use or benefit to the human agent—a mete instrument. Instrumentalism forms part
of an interconnected network of hierarchical-dualistic thinking in which the other is
reduced to a means for human ends.”' In the incisive words of Martin Heidegger:

“the impression comes to prevail that everything man [sic] encounters exists only

71 apply the following practice when dealing with exclusive language: I note it on each occasion it
appears in 2 new section or sub-section, by citing “sic” in square brackets, but this notation does
not occur constantly. (The same applies for the notes)) Highlighting sexist script is impemtve:
exclusivist grammar symbolizes and re-presents the violence of conceptual and political exclusioa.
However, the process of periodically undetdlining this objectionable language aims at recognizing and
exposing this violence without becoming #nbearably repetitive.

% Refer to McFague, TBG, 105 (creation as “static™), 152 (cteation as “artifact”).
%% On the notion of God as an ovetlord, refer to, e.g,, McDaniel, ESGM, 138,
© Also refer to, e.g., Ps 8.6-8.

' Val Plumwood, Emironmental Cuiture: The Ecohgical Crisis of Reason (London: Routledge, 2002),
141. On the crucial features of this deficient rationality, also refer to Plumwood, Feminism and the
Mastery of Nature (London: Routledge, 1993), 41f [hereafter Plumwood, FMN].
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insofat as it is his own construct.”® Domination, which may be understood as an
extreme form of instrumentalism, appears to be sanctioned by the call in Genesis
for human “dominion” over creation.®

Theological traditions are certainly marked by ecologically crippling
instrumentalism and domination. The following example from The Spiritual Exercises

by Ignatius of Loyola (1491-1556) Mustrates the point:

Man [sic] is created to praise, reverence, and serve God our Lord, and
by this means to save his soul. And the other things on the face of the
earth are created for man and that they may help him in prosecuting the
end for which he is created. From this it follows that man is to use
them as much as they help him on to his end, and ought to rid himself
of them so far as they hinder him as to it. For this it is necessary to
make ourselves indifferent to all created things in all that is allowed to
the choice of our free will and is not prohibited to it . . .

Ecotheologian Matthew Fox declares (with much warrant): “Creation-
centered spirituality, the spiritual tradition that is the most Jewish, most biblical, the
most prophetic, and the most like the kind Jesus of Nazareth preached and lived,
has been almost lost in the West. . . . [W]e have often been fed introverted, anti-

artistic, anti-intellectual, apolitical, sentimental, dualistic, ascetic, and in many ways

62

Martin Heidegger, “The Question Concerning Technology,” in The Question Concerning Technology
and Other Essays, trans, and intro. William Lovitt (New York: Gatland Publishing, 1977), 3-35, 27
[hereafter Heidegger, QCT]. In this essay (which I return to below), Heidegger alerts us to the fact
that technology is an nsirumentum, a “contavance” or, in comparable terms (according to the
translator William Lovitt), an “arrangement, adjustment, furnishing, ot equipment.” OCT, 5, n.3.

“ Refer to Lynn White, Jr., “The Historical Roots of Our Ecologic Crists,” in Seence 155 {1967):
1203-07; also refer to, e.g., McFague, SNC, 7.

 Ignativs of Loyola, The Spiritual Exercises, “First Week: Principle and Foundation”
<http:/ /www.ccel org/i/ignatius/exercises/cache/exercises.pdf> 7 August 2003. Throughout this
thesis, I often vtlize the excellent and extensive resources of the Christign Classis Etherval Library
website, dit. Farey Plantinga, Calvin College, Grand Rapids, Michigan <\wrw.cceLorg_> [hereafter
CCEL), as well as other websites. Editorial information is provided whenever available, Since many
of the m2nslations are archaic, I occasionally modify some passages (e.g., from “saith” to “say”).
The websites do not provide page numbers, but other reference mackers are supplied. I also cite the
texts’ U.R.Ls and the most recent access dates, All emphases located in citations from websites are
added, unless otherwise stated.
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masochistic spirituality parading as Christian spirituality.” To be sure, the relation
between Christianity and human domination over creation is a complex one.” 1
would argue that this relation is double-sided: Christian churches, and, in particular,
dominant theological discourses, have contributed to the crisis; bowerer, Christianity
can also help in the fight against eco-degradation and contribute to the tisc of
oikological consciousness.”

Of coutse, added to biblical and theological traditions determining “cteation”
as an artifact to-be-used are various modern-scientific worldviews treating the
other-than-human world as artifact, object, or expetiment.® Bruce V. Foltz

summarizes this “double de-naturing” of creation from a Heideggerian perspective:

The first denatuting occurred through Christianity, whereby nature was
‘degraded’ to the status of ens areatum [created things], to being the effect
of a first, self-caused cause and thus placed beneath the supematural.
The second and decisive denaturing, however, was brought about by
modern natural science, which ‘dissolved nature into the orbit of the

% Fox, Br, 4.

5 Ap excellent treatment of this question is H. Paul Santmice’s The Travai! of Nature: The Ambiguous
Ecological Promise of Christian Theolgy (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1985) {hereafter Santmire, TIN].
For an incisive ecofeminist critique of Christianity and its involvement in pattiarchal domination,
refer to Ruether, GG; also refer to her powerful summary crtique, “Ecofeminism: The Challenge
to Theology,” in Christianity and Ecology: Seeking the Well-Being of Earth and Humans, ed. Dieter T.
Hessel and Rosemary Radford Ruethcr (Cambrdge, MA.: Harvard University Press, 2000)
[hereafter Hessel and Ruether, CE], 97-112.

7 Moltmann notes that theology and science also instrumentalize (and inferorize) the human body
in terms of the soul, reason, or will. Moltmann, GC, 245f. Also refer-to Steven Bouma-Prediger, The
Greening of Theology: The Ecological Models of Rosematy Radford Rusther, Joseph Sittler, and Jiirgen Molimann
(Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1995}, ch. 1. (The least known of these three important thinkers is Joseph
Sittler, an ecotheological pioneet, and Bouma-Prediger is commended for branging Sittler to one’s
attention. Bouma-Prediger also cites another little-known ecotheclogical visionary, Conrad
Bonifazi, who refers to Continental philosophy, peshaps somewhat patchily, in his nevertheless
interesting .4 Theology of Things [Philadelphia: J. B. Lippincott Company, 1967].) Also refer to, e.g,,
Max Oelschlaeger, Caring for Creation: An Ecunenical Approach 1o the Environmental Crisis (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1994) [hereafter Oelschlaeger, CC).

@ Refer to Carolyn Merchant’s important work: The Death of Nature: Women, Ecology, and the Scentific
Revolution (San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1980).
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mathematical otder of world-commetce, industrialization, and in a
patticular sense, machine-technology.”

To be sure, ecological living does not entail an absolute refusal of
instrumentality. One of the foremost critics of instrumentalésm, ecophilosopher Val
Plumwood, urges a moderate course of action, where consideration of the Other
mediates utility: “What is required is that one be concerned with others (human and
non-human] for their own sake and that one’s ends make ineliminable reference to
the ends of others, not that they be totally free of self”; we should “take account of
the interests or well-being of other species for their own sake.”™ Without this
crucial consideration of the Other, instrumentalism, combined with a complex
range of interrelated cultural factors, undoubtedly fosters and exacerbates
otkological violence.”

And so, if “creation” connotes the completed, static, instrumentalized, and
violated handiwork of a creator who creates from nothing, why employ this term in
the current work? Part of the task of rethinking our perception of creation involves
a refiguration of the word “creation.” ‘The word also provides certain advantages,
particularly in terms of its expanse. Furthermore, this aporetics has a theological
component, and the utilization of this word registers this element. Finally,
“creation” is a word we have been gift-ed with: we begin (again) from wherever we
are. There is the hope that the word’s embeddedness in this o7£0/theo/logical

aporetics is transformed by it: by figuring every pragma-in-relation as a gift, the

® Bruce V. Foltz, Inbabiting the Earth: Heidegger, Environmental Ethics, and the Metaphysics of Nature
(New Jersey: Humanites Press, 1995), 64 [hereafter Foltz, JTE]. Foltz cites Heidegger’s lectures on
Holdedin’s Hymns “Germanien” and “Der Rhein”; refer to Heidegger's Gesamtansgabe, vol. 39,
Hoiderling Hymnen ‘Germanien” wund ‘Der Rhein,” ed. Susanne Ziegler (Frankfurt: Vittorio
Klostermann, 1980), 259-260. As my fellow student Garry J. Deverell reminded me, this “de-
naturing” precedes Christianity, patticularly in the form of Hellenistic philosophy.

™ val Plamwood, FMN, 151, 212-213, n.7.

" The qualifier “combined with a complex set of interrelated cultural factors” is a necessary
qualification: the assumption ot proposition that @ specfic factor or crirrent is the sole or even dominant
cause of the current ecological crisis is obvicusly reductive and simplistic. Neverzhekss, the difficulty
of the question does not entail its refusal, but a call to vigilance: to approach the question carefilly
and to offer solutions renfatire/y. I broach the question of violence in § 4.2.1.
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present contemplation attempts to contribute to the emasculation of
instrumentalism and domination. And so, this wor()d may be deformed and

reformed— transfigured. Wor(l)ds are, after all, open to change.

v. Suspending Grace

An attentiveness to materiality, combined with an insistence on keeping the
question of the gift-giver as open as possible, entails a bracketing of—or only
oblique encounters with—complex theological issues like non-corporeal gifts.” The
indefinite article “a” in the title of this work, “If Creation is 4 Gift,” recognizes that
material creation is one of many possible gifts. 1 have already stressed that this
study focuses on the material world; but this focus is not a disguised inversion of
the this-world/other-wotld(s) binary. After all, one should not be so presumptuous
as to insist that the material world is *all that is.”” Such an insistence disguises an
excessive empiricism, an excessive materialism. Today, we should not hierarchically
privilege the visible and the actual over the invisible and the possible. However, my
Jocus is on the material world. 1 therefore limit this study to a particular kind of
gift—as encompassing as this gift (creation) appeats to be. “Creation” is possibly
one kind of gift. We cannot know whether it is the only gift. Hence, I resetrve (rather
than reverse or invert) the question of the materially invisible and the supematural.

This reservation towards other-than-corporeal gifts, combined with an
openness towards the question of the identity of a cosmic gift-giver, contributes to
the scant attention [ pay to the question of grace in this work. But there are further
reasons for this suspension, and their elaboration will further elucidate the nature
of this aporetics. To begin with, this study turns on the notion that creation is
ultimately mysterious; it ultimately exceeds human comprehension. The insistence
on creation’s mysteriousness doesn’t (and shouldn’t) need to depend on another

mystery (in this case, grace)—be it “priot” or “privileged.” T argue that creation

2 Of course, a deferral of certain questions does not exclude the possibility that these questions
nevertheless and at the same Yme play along the margins of the discourse.
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eludes human mastery regardiess of its status as graced or graceless. What-is does not
require grace to amplify its mystery: the world is irreducibly perplexing as # is.
Recalling grace risks blurring this insight. If the world is gift, then it follows that
this gift needs to be respected, chetished, held in awe—“irrespective” of whether it
is graced or ungraced. I therefore attempt to contribute to the depiction of creation
as a thing of mystery or excess via recoutse to its possible giftness—rather than its
possible graceness.

It should also be mentioned that, according to the task of emphasizing the
excess of what-is, I bracket other ways creation is re-imbued with excess—such as
its sacramentality. To be sure, a subject like the Eucharistic bread and wine has
become a powerful resoutce for post-metaphysical theology.” However, taking up
this kind of reconfiguration potentially obscures what is at stake here: these things
are not prized ot privileged in the present context due to their transubstantiatton,
transignification, or transfinalization.™ To be sure, I do #0z deny the possibility that
other-than-material aspects mark the thing itself. However, in the context of this
oiko-aporetics, I focus on what it may mean for things-in-relation, svch as bread
and wine, to be perceived as gifts to their selves and to other creatures.

I undertake this study very much interested in how Scriptute inscribes the
gift. My measured affinity with the Bible registers in a number of ways in relation to
bracketing the question of the grace-gift. First (and most basically), biblical
statements seem to authorize the distinction between creation and grace: grace is
differentiated from nature by biblical authors. (Indeed, as the biblical sutvey in the

following chapter illustrates, the grace-gift surpasses other gifts, particularly in

B Refer to Mation, GIWB, 139-160; Louis Made Chauvet, Symbol and Sacrament: A Sacramental
Reicterpretation of Christian Existence, trans. Patrick Madigan and Madeleine M. Beaumont
{Collcgeville, MIN: Liturgical Press, 1995); McDaniel, ESGM, 181-182; Wallace, FS, 143-144, 157-
158. Also refer to McDaniel, ESGM, 181-182,; Wallace, FJ, 143-144, 157-158.

™ Refer to McFague’s discussion on the “utilitarian” aspect to Christian sacramentalism in TBG,
183f. Qualifying her remarks and nevertheless admiring the figures she names, McFague argues that
“The great theologians and poets of the Cheistian sacramental tradition, including Paul, John,
Irenaeus, Augustine, the medieval mystics (such as Julian of Norwich, Meister Eckhart, Hildegard
of Bingen), Gerard Manley Hopkins, and Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, love the things of the world
principally as expressions of divine beauty, sustenance, truth, and glory.” TBG, 184.
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terms of its radical gratuity.) What needs to be underlined here is that scriptural
differentiation sanctions the natute/grace distinction. Since the Bible distinguishes
between gifts, the bracketing of one kind of gift (that is, grace) scems tenable.

A second scripturally informed reason for deferring the question of grace is
this: the biblical references to gtace are deeply perplexing—pethaps more so than
the vexing problem of the Bible’s multifarious material gifts (chapter 2). Biblical
authors do not analyze or interpret the grace-gift. Paul explicitly describes this kind
of gift as indescribable: “Thanks be to God for his indescribable gift?” (1 Cor 9.15)
One question that leads on from the notion of grace’s indescribability is whether
one should nevertheless attempt to describe it. 1 pay heed to Paul’s evaluation and,
considered together with other arguments presented here, thereby suspend the
question of grace. After all, the question of the gift-aporia is overwhelming enough:
to add the possibility and mystery of grace to this question would be to compound
it considerably.

Furthesmore, gtace’s indescribability may be extended to include the r/ation
between grace and other-than-human nature. In other words, the question of grace
is further complicaced by the scriptural silence on the relation between creation and
grace. One effect of the absence of explanation has been a hesitation on the part of
commentators to elaborate on the nature-grace dynamic.” It is difficult enough to
reflect on the “obvious” (creation) without hypothesizing about other mysteries and
their relations with each other.’®

A more pressing reason for deferring the question of the grace-gifc is that it is
overwhelmingly assorited with the salvation of human beings. The Cathosic
Encyclopedia, for example, defines the term in this way: “Grace (grafia, Charzs), in

general, is a supernatural gift of God to intellectual creatures (men [sic], angels) for

> Stephen J. Duffy notes that Protestant thinkers “were impressed by the reticence of the
Sedptures on this issue [the nature/grace correlation).” Stephen ]. Duffy, The Graced Horigon: Nature
and Grace in Modern Catholic Thought (Collegeville, MN.: Liturgical Press, 1992), 79 (hereafter Duffy,
TGH].

76 Refer to Duffy, TGH, 116-117,165.
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their eternal salvation . .. Christian thinkers have made explicit the idea that the
creation-gift is a sccondary gift, that is, that supernatural gifis are supetior to

corpoteal gifts. The German mystic John Tauler (1300-1361) proclaims:

Lven the smallest drop of grace is better than all earthly riches that are
beneath the sun. Yes, a drop of grace is more noble than all angels and
all souls, and all the natural things that God has made. And yet grace is
given more richly by God to the soul than any earthly gift. It is given
more tichly than brooks of water, than the breath of the air, than the

brightness of the sun; for spiritual things are far finer and nobler than
carthly things.”

This kind of hierarchization of gifts is unacceptable from an oiko/theo/logical
perspective—although it is important to note that this bifurcation necessarily
denies the richness and nobility of the ecological. Nevertheless, the “brooks of
water,” the “breath of the air,” and the “brightness of the sun” are here considered
infet. .-+~ grace.

Samuel Rutherford (1600-1661) offers a similar sentiment when he professes:
“Your Lord never thought this world's vain painted glory 2 gift worthy of you; and
therefore would not bestow it on you, because He is to propane [to present/gift]
you with a better portion. Let the movable go; the inheritance is yours.”” This kind
of thinking does not belong exclusively to pre-twentieth century (ot “archival®)
theology.* Like Tauler and Rutherford, the Catholic theologian Stephen J. Duffy

7. Pohle, “Grace,” in The Catholic Engyclopedia, 1999 online edition, reproduced on the New Advent
website, dir. Kevin Knight, New Advent Catholic Supersite, Lakewood, Colorado fhereafter NAJ
<http:/ /www.newadvent.otg/cathen/06701a.htm> 5 September 2003.

" John Tauler, “The Efficacy of Divine Grace,” in Lighs, Life, and Love: Selections from the German
Mpystics of the Middle Ages, ed. W. R. Inge, on CCEL <hutp://www.ccelorg/i/inge/light/light.ctf>
31 August 2003.

" Samuel Rutherford, A Sekction Jrom  his  Letters, “Letter Ten” on CCEL
<http://www.ccel.org/r/rutherford /letters/letters.txt> 31 Auvgust 2003.

%I sometimes refer to the grouping “pre-twentieth century theology” as “archival theology.” The
latter phrase is not intended as a derogarory term, but is utilized as an economical substitute for the
more labozious phrase “pre-twentieth century theology.”
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. . . 381
argues for the primacy of grace: “Nature exists for grace; not vice versa.

According to this logic, the world and what is in it is severely instrumentalized:
valued because it is made-for-something; creation exists for something else.

Duffy hierarchically bifurcates gifts: he asserts humarity’s “elevation” when
related to grace® This kind of prioritization belongs, in the final analysis, to a kind
of thinking that degrades the corporeal and thereby opens up the possibility of ant-
ecological praxis. To be sure, eco/theo/logy does not—should not—demand an
inversion of this hierarchy but something more radical and essential: the dissolution
of this dualism. Why should the gracious gift be valued above the matetial gift? Why
should there be a hierarchy of gifts?

Of course, we could and should think of grace as permeating other-than-
human nature, and this impottant task has been taken up by a number of thinkers.”
However, to focus on a question which has been historically saturated by
anthropocentric concetns potentially disturbs the ecological momentum of this
study. A concluding rematk is made by way of recourse to the following instruction
by Duffy: “Theology must speak of God as well as humans, of the theological as
well as of the psychological, of grace as well as nature.”® Insofar as my thesis is
theo/logical, Duffy’s call is certainly valid. However, one cannot deny that theology
has not spoken enoxgh about other-than-human nature: indeed, when theology has
spoken of “nature,” it (they, we) has often spoken andro-anthropocenttically and
anti-materially. I therefore concentrate on the 0ikos, which is possibly co/gift-ed &y
the divine, rather than those possible gifts which may e divine (the Christ, Holy

Spirit, grace, etc.).

5 Stephen J. Duffy, The Graced Horizon: Nature and Grace in Modern Catholic Thought (Collegeville:
Michael Glazier/Litusgical Press, 1992), 79 [hereafter Duffy, TGH].

82 "This word appears constandy, e.g., Duffy, TGH, 25, 81,107, 140, 179, etc.

8 Refer to, e.g, the work of the process theologian of grace, Fulalio Baltazar. Duffy refers to
Baltazac’s Teilbard and the Supernatural (Baltimore: Helicon, 1966) in The Graced Horizon. But even
Baltazar displays an anthropocentric bias; refer to Duffy, TGH, 182.

% Duffy, TGH, 55.
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Taking all of the above considerations into account, the maintenance of the
tension between the ecological and theological dimensions of this work is
reptesented by its sub-tit'e: “towards an eco/theo/logical apotetics™: the “/bee” is
placed between forward slashes (rather than round brackets), registering the study’s
theological dimension, as well as signifying an awareness that the divine and the
gracious cannot be restrained by brackets, spilling over, and into, that which is

“propetly” “logical” and “ecological.”

vi. Crisscrossing Ecotheology

Within the space of this prolegomenon, the nature and limits of this work
have been substantially elucidated. This aporetics is a hermeneutics: it treats all
corporeal entities as gifts; it is thereby a kind of ontics: it deals with the matrix-of-
things. The reflection is also “theological” in a particular way, with its nuanced
(open-ended, suspended) declaration of the possibility that a biblical deity co-gifts
creation. The work’s theological dimension, however, immediately raises a related
question: in what ways does the present wotk converge with, and diverge from, the
ever-growing and multifarious discipline of ecological theology? In other words,
what are the correlations between the present work and ecotheology? After all,
ecothcology, and, more broadly, ecospirituality engages with the question of the
relation/s between the divine/sacred and creation: one would therefore expect
certain overlapping—as well as deviation.

Ecotheology and the present aporetics crisscross in 2 number of ways, as has
already been evidenced in the preceding sections with the citation of works by
ecotheologians like Keller and Sallie McFague. Of course, only a bricf treatment of
the question of this un/relation is possible: a detailed elucidation, one that would

do justice to the variety and richness of ecotheclogical discoutses and to the
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nuances of the present apotetics, would divert us from the immediate task.” To be
sure, the present wotk could only arise in the context of a growing body of
ecological and ecospiritual discourse.* The thesis explicitly draws on a relatively
small but highly relevant set of innovatve ccotheological texts: these include Jirgen
Moltmann’s God in Creation, Mark 1. Wallace’s Fragnents of the Spirit, Keller's Face of
the Deep, _]ﬁy McDaniel’s Earth, Sky, Geods, and Morlals, Rosemary Radford Ruether’s
Gata and God, and McFague’s The Body of God In the present section, I highlight
some of the ways in which our respective paths ctisscross.

A first and fundamental agreement between these authots and myself is the
Christian faith and tradition/s we share and refigure. I believe in a deity resonant
with certain elements of Christianity. Howevet, the present aporetics is bound
neither by Scripture nor by church doctrine. As T noted above, this thesis advances
accotding to a radically ecomenical context. The only requirement is a belief in, or
petception of, creation as a gift.

The ecotheological texts cited here maintain various levels of fidelity to
Scripture and mainstream theology. Most texts maintain an explicitly profound
relationship with holy writings. This is most obviously the case with the work of

Keller and Wallace, and, to a lesser extent, Ruether.*® McFague maintains a healthy

% For texts that survey the range of ecotheological material, refer to Thevlagy for Eartls Commurity: A
Field Guide, ed. Dieter T. Hesel (Marykaoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1996); Pcter W. Bakken, Joan Gibb
Engel, and J. Ronald Engel, Ewhgy, Justic, and Christian Faitic A Critical Guide to the Literature
(Westport, CT.: Greenwood Press, 1995).

% Indeed, the work of Charlene Spretnak, which is generally (and somewhat genemlizingly) critical
of postmodern theory, provided much of the impetus for the present work; refer to The Resurgence of
the Real: Body, Nature, and Place in a Hypermodern World. Reading, MASS: Addison-Wesley, 1997, and,
States of Grace: The Recovery of Meaning in the Postmodern Age. San Francisco: HaperSanFrancisco, 1991.
I also thank Constant Mews and Kate Rigby for introducing me to ecological thought.

Y These texts traverse the ecotheological “divisions™ schematized in Ruether, GG, 240-253 (for
there is certainly overdap): the works of Moltmann and Wallace ‘high]ight creation-centered
spiituality; Keller's and McDaniel’s texts exemplify process thought; and ecological {eminism
marks the texts of Keller and Ruether, and, less explicidy in McFague, BG.

% Keller, FD is a meditation on Genesis 1.2; Wallace, FS tocuses on scriptural figurations of spirit
(FS, ch. 5); the constructive element of Ruether, GG is guided by notions of covenant and
sactament {ch. 8-9).
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suspicion ftowards too much dependence on the Bible” The way I employ
Scriptute in the present work is in tetms of how that text tefers to the term “pift”
(refer to § 1.1-2.) However, like 2 number of the named authors, I share an interest
in the subversive aspects of Scripture towards totalizing tendencies in theology and
philosophy.”

As for the relation between ecotheology and classical theology, some
ecotheologians are more bound than others. With regard to ex nibile, Moltmann’s
work—as radical as it is—stays loyal to church teachings on ex ##hilo; he makes no
room hete for the possibility of co-creation.” Ruether identifies the teaching as a

#502

theological “dogma.”” As I noted above, Kellet’s work on the fehom seriously
challenges this fundamental theological doctrine, but this is charactetistic of process
theology in general.” McDaniel, another process thinker, also characterizes God as
a co-creator.”

Ecotheological negotiations of the doctrine of the Trinity focus on the mote
“immanence-friendly” personae of the Trinity: the “cosmic Christ” is an important
ecotheological motif” However, one of the most significant ecotheological
movements gaining sway involves engagements with the question of the Spirit.
Moltmann teaches: “Creation in the Spirit is the theological concept which

cortesponds best to the ecological doctrine of creation which we are looking for

and need today.”” Wallace’s Fragments of the Spirit is an eco-pneumatology drawn

¥ Refer to McFague, TBG, 32, 143-144. McFague’s text is marked by an extraordinary openness
and humility; refer to, e.g., TBG, 38, 46.

* The best examples are Keller, FD, McFague, TBG, and Wallace, FS.

% Moltmann, GC, e.g, 66, 73f, 86-93. Nevertheless, Moltmann is aware of other anti-ecological
elements in theology; refer to, GC, e.g,, 162f, 245. :

72 Ruether, GG, 26-27.

* Refer to John B. Cobb, Jr. and David Ray Griffin, Process Theology: An Introduciory Exposition
{Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1976), esp. 65f; also refer to David Ray Guffin, “Creation out of
Nothing, Creation out of Chaos, and the Problem of Evil” in Encountering Evil: Live Options in
Theodicy, ed. Stephen T. Davis, 2ad ed. (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 2001), 108-144,

* McDaniel, ESGM, 49, 98.
% Refer to McFague, TBG, ch. 6; Molumann, GC, 94-95.
9% Moltmann, GC, 12,
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from the Spitit’s biblical nature-figurations (as breath, wind, water, dove). McFague
depicts God as the spirit (mach) of the body of creation.”

It is also worth mentioning here that all of these remarkable texts are
panentheistc. This position scems to be the most credible cco-position to hold:
wraditional theism overemphasizes transcendence, while pantheism reduces the
divine to a strict immanence; panentheism traverses the two dimensions without
resting in either polarity® While this eco-aporetics certainly welcomes these
important renegotiadons of dJoctrinal Christianity, they lie beyond the present
work’s scope: I attempt to shed light on the question of right relations with creation
by dwelling upon the gift-apotia rather than re-interpreting foundational scriptural
and theological figures.

This work has been influenced by ecotheology’s attentiveness towatrds, and
insistence upon, relationality. Moltmann udlizes striking (and erotic) theological
concepts like perichoresis and “mutual interpenetration” to stress this divine-

corporeal relationality.” McDaniel atgues against all kinds of atomism (molecular,

anthropological, spititual).'® Strikingly (from the perspective of orthodoxy), he

even ptoposes an interdependency between God and creation: “God also depends
on us”'™ Process eco/theology therefore questions divine omnipotence. In 2
similar key, Keller refers to the arresting notion of “interindebtedness,” where all
things depend on each other—a relevant notion, for indebtedness arises as a
pivotal question in the present context." But these thinkers also skillfully balance
their emphases on relationality with their recognitions of singularity. Interestingly,

McFague, who constantly emphasizes creation’s interconnectedness, argues that

? McFague, TBG, esp. 143f.

% Refer to, ez, McFague, TBG, 149-150; Keller, FD, 23; Wallace, FS, 143-144; McDaniel, ESGM,
50-51.

? Moltmann, GC, 16-17. Wallace also refers to perichoresis; FS, 7. McDaniel refers to Hua-Yen
Buddhism’s notion of “mutual penetration.” ESGM, 103.

® McDaniel, ESGM, esp. 24-29.
M McDaniel, ESGM, 99.
W02 Keller, FD, 274, 0. 22.
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interdependence also produces radical cosmological individuality and diversity.'®
The present work attempts to reflect the tension between creation’s
interconnectedness and individuality.

‘The radical eco-egalitarianism espoused in vhe present work perhaps exceeds
the egalitarianism espoused by ecotheology—at least in terms of an explicit (and, as
I explain below, a gualified) embrace of the humanly produced. The ecotheological
texts utilized here do not expliatly affirm manufactured things. For instance,
McDaniel’s text moves in two directions: on the one hand, he emphasizes humans,
animals, and plants, to the ostensible exclusion of the abiotic; on the other hand, he
seems to base inherent value on the “aliveness™ of all things, and, while he affitms

that rocks are “alive” in some sense, this aliveness is not overtly extended to

104

products.™ Ruether’s “biophilia” also extends beyond the biotic to include the

abiotic, which prevents her text from becoming natrowly biocentric, but this
biophilia is not explicitly extended to sechné.'” Likewise, when McFague argues that
“no absolute distinction exists between the living and the nonliving,” she does not
explicitly include the humanly constructed.'® Wallace’s text also does not overtly
embrace cultural products. Moltmann’s text is the least biocenttic, for, as Wallace
points out, the ecologically powerful God in Creation is still informed by a theological
anthropocentrism.'” Whatever degtees of biocentrism these ecotheological texts
express—and whether or not their biocentrism /zplies a radical eco-democratism—
an explicit recognition of, and respect for, the fechné of humans and other-than-

human creatures is explicitly advanced in the present wotk.

'% On McFague’s stress on relationality, refer to TBG, e.g., 8, 9, 18; on her discussion of singularity,
refer to TBG, 27f.

'™ On McDaniel’s biocentdsm, refer to ESGM, 27, 44, etc; on his egalitadanism, refer to ESGM,
92, '

103 Refer to Ruether, GG, eg. 48,
16 Refer to McFague, TBG, 106, 114.

07 Wallace, S, 165; I critiqued, primadly from the perspective of a gift aporetics, the passage
Wallace refers to (GC, 71) in the Introduction to Chapter 2.
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Apart from our shared faith/s and theological dispositions, 2 recognition of
relationality and singulatity, a certain agreement on intrinsic value, another
common theme is our passion for material creation. ‘The authors share a love for
what-is, often expressed in terms of the depiction of creation as home."™ Both

ecotheology and this eco/theo/ logical aporetics share a love of this ezkos—creation.

vii. Derrida’s Gift

'Thus far | have considered and reconfigured the terms “if* and “creation” in
the assumption “If creation is a gift.” A third concept indicated by the title and
proposition of this meditation is “gift.” What is a gift? How is it defined and
developed here? And why is the gift itself an apotia and 2 problem?

To begin with, T adopt the everyday (western) definition of “gifting”: in
Hormer's words, it occurs when “someone freely gives something to someone.”'”
On the face of it, this practice does not pose a problem. But can a gift be freely
given? The gift constitutes an aporia—it is impassable and/or contradictory. The
gift’s apotretic natute is starkly posed in Derrida’s Given Tim, the most
determinative text for the present meditation.'"" It discloses the paradoxicality of
the gift “For there to be gift, there must be no reciprocity, retumn, exchange,
countetgift, or debt.”'"" And yet, the gift is marked precisely by its other. Robyn
Horner concisely sums up the two crucial aspects of gift/ing and the concomitant
dilemma: “Freedom and presence are the conditions of the gift as we know it. . . . If

the gift is present—that is, if it can be identified as such—then the gift is no longer

198 R ofer to, e.g., McFague, TBG, ch.4; Keller, FD, 190f; McDaniel, i25t:M, 85, 106; Wallace, S, 4.

19 tiomer, RGG, G; refer to Detrida, GT, 10. The qualifier “western” signifies a recognition that ,
in Ken Lokensgard’s words, “Derrida’s definition applies for only a limited number of people in
today’s world . . > Ken Lokensgard, “The Matter of Responsibility: Derrida and Gifting Across
Cultues,” pat. 26, in Journal for Cultural and Religious Theory 4.1 (December 2002) <http://www.jest.
org/archives/04.1/ lokensgard.shtml> 10 September 2003. One wonders, howevet, how any other
definition of “gift” could differeatiate it from the word “exchange.”

10 1t ohould be noted that 1 focus on that patticular Derridean text in the name of manageability,
since Derrida sefers to the gift from his eatliest wotks; refer to Derdda, GT, ix, n.1.

M Demida, GT, 12.
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gift but commodity, value, measure, or status symbol.”""? It turns out that the idea
or definition of the gift “never seems to accord with its practical reality.”'” The gift
is an apotia.

What will become appatent as the study proceeds is that the tension between
the two aspects of the gift, presence (identification, exchange, conditionality, etc.)
and freedom (gratuity, excess, unconditionality, etc.) acts as a kind of template here,
substantially shaping the way other relevant texts ate read. Consider the roughly
synonymous terms sutrounding “freedom” and “presence.” In order to avoid
unnecessary repetition, each of these terms may stand for these two clusters of
concepts. For example, when I write “exchange,” it alsc connotes “identity,”
“reciprocity,” “knowledge,” etc.""* And so, this fundamental aporia (freedom and
presence) is the pivot upon which this thesis turns.

Exchange marks all three aspects of gift/ing: the giver, the gift-thing, and the
recipient. The giver usually receives something in return: be it another gift,
gratitude, self-congratulation, ot even hostility—for even displeasure or rejection
gives something back to the gift-giver: the reinforcement of the giver’s identity."
On the part of the recipient, the mete recognition of the gift is enough to bring it
into circularity. The gift may lead to a countergift or a sense of indebtedness. Even
indifference (for instance, apathy towards the gift) is simply a subtler gifting-back.
The gift-thing itself likewise does not escape circular economy."’ Whether it is a

pragma, an intention, a value, or a symbol, it is nevertheless identified as a gift and this

recoguition brings it into the circle of exchange. If the gift is not.identified as such,

2 Homer, RGG, 4.

"3 Horner, RGG, 6.

' Refer to GT, 30; OTG, 59.
3 Refer to Derrida, GT, 13.

"8 [ qualify the word “economy” (which means: the law, nomos, of the house, oikos) with “circular”
because the former term does not necessarily or exclusively entail exchange. For instance, Georges
Bataille’s notion of “general economy” exceeds the circularity of “restricted [exchange] economy.”
Refer to Geotges Bataille, The Accursed Share: An Essay on General Economy, Vol. 1, Consumption, trans.

Robert Hurley (New York: Zone Books, 1988) [hereafter Bataille, TAS). 1 briefly refer to Bataille in
§2.2.2
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then it would perhaps escape exchange economy—remain azeconomic—but then
it would no longer be a gift: it would not be phenomenally recognized as such. The
conditions that therefore make gifting possible simultancously make gifting
impossible—or, mote accurately: #b impossible."” The perfect, pute, or ideal giit
cannot be comprehended or experienced by definition.”™

What is the significance of the gift-aporia in terms of subjectivity? Derrida
argues that the “subject” and “object” are concepts and phenomena that reinforce
the gifi’s economic status. Gifting must occut outside, beyond, or before
subjectivity: “If thete is gift, the given of the gift . . . must not come back to the
giving (let s not already say to the subject, to the donor)” and “if where is gift, it
cannot take place between two subjects exchanging objects, things, or symbols.”

Fot Derrida, “the subject and the object ate atrested affects of the gift.”'”

So what docs the gift’s excess or priot-ity mean in terms of intentionality?'
Accotding to the OED, to intend is “to apprehend, conceive; to think, estimate
. . .» Consciousness and intention count, estimate, calculate. Insofar as the gift
tequites recognition, intention plays an indispensable role. (“It’s the thought that
counts.””y However, the paradox of the gift weds the intentional with its other. First,
why is the gift other-than-intentional? The gift bappens as an event it is
“unforeseeable,” “irruptive,” “disinterested,” “unexplinable by a system of
efficient causes.” The gift-event brings “into telation luck, chance, the aleatory,

fukhé fluck ot fortune], with the freedom of the dice, with the donor’s gift throw.”

And yet, Detrida cautions that, for gift to be gift there must be intentionalify:

"7 Derrida differentiates between that which is impossible and tbe impossible. Detrida, GT, 7.

118 «Ror finally, if the gift is another name of the impossible, we still think it, we name it, we desire
it. We intend it. And this ewn 5 ot because ot fo the extent that we never encounter it, we never know it
we never verify it, we never experience it in its present existence or its phenomencen.” Derrda, GT,
29.

" Demida, GT, 7, 24.

"2 Bxpressing “ptior-ity” with a hyphen emphasizes cteation’s immenoriakify rather than any
instnuation of superionty.

12t Dernida, GT, 122-123; uatil stated otherwise, the subscquent citations are drawn from these
pages.
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“effects of pure chance will never form a gift. . . . There is no gift without the
intention of giving.” Phrased differently, Derrida gets to the heart of this particular
paradox of gifting: “There must be chance, encounter, the involuntary, even
unconsciousness or disordet, and there must be intentdonal freedom, and these two
conditions must—miraculously, graciously—agree with each other.”

Now, Derrida’s Giren Time has not lost its force or irtitation. Though
persuasive, Derrida’s analysis is annoying: who wants to concede that the gift is
erased, erases itself? That its conditions produce its nullification? But, as Hornet
obsetves, the argument’s validity is evidenced in one’s everyday encounters: our
experiences of gifting are tied to exchaixge, leading to its dissolution.'”

Derrida’s analysis is as restrained as it is confronting: his discourse is marked
by qualifications. Regarding the question of circularity and its effect on gifting,
Derrida provides a two-way qualification: he argues thar he is neither against
exchange nor gifting in any simple or hyper-idealistic sense. With respect to
exchange, Derrida stresses: “One should not necessarily flee or condemn circularity
as one would . . . a vicious circle. . . . One must, in a cerfain way of course, inhabit
the circle, tumn around in it, live there a feast of thinking, and the gift, the gift of
thinking, would be no stranger thera”'® So Derrida should not be construed as
simplistically denying or devaluing exchange; his work emphasizes the aporetic
nature of the gift vis-a-vis its co-implication with commerce.

Derrida constantly qualifies the possibility of the gift with the phrase “if there
is any.”"* The logic of the “if” and familial concepts (“as if,” “perhaps,” “maybe,”
etc.) steadfastly mark his discourse. Derrida explicitly refers to the “perhaps” of his
meditation: “a certain perbaps or maybe will be both the rnodality and the modality to

'2 Refer to Horner, RGG, 4-6. Webb observes: “Everybody seems to know that giving [gifting] is
calculated, not spontaneous, and stuuctured (and thereby canceled) by the expectaton of an
equivalent return” Webb, TGG, 4. (Note: Webb often utilizes the term “giving”—as well as
“gifting”—to refer o gifting.)

"B Derrida, GT, 9.
™ Refer to e.g. Derrda, GT, 7, 24, 26-27, 28, etc.
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be modified . . *'® Derrida moves beyond the significance of the “if” as resistance
against hubtis, and locates its simfural character in relation to intention, faith, and
eaperience.” His approach to the question of the gift is obviously inscribed by a
necessary uncertainty and perplexity—apotias provoke nothing less.”™ This
hesitation is most profoundly acknowledged in the following remark (which takes
place in the context of a discussion about gifting and subjectivity): “If the gift is
annulled in the economic odyssey of the circle as soon as it appears as gift or as
soon as it signifies #seff as gift, thete is no longer any “logic of the gift,” and one
may safely say that a consistent discourse on the gift becomes impossible.”"* This
comment is prefaced by an “if” and constantly qualified by the “as” (and the
emphases are not added). Note, too, that this statement is made eatly on in the text:
Derrida recognizes that discussions on the gift are necessarily inconsistent—an
inconsistency structured by the “madness” involved in thinking gift/ing."

The present aporetics acknowledges and affirms this madness. But why
should one confirm and affirm this inability to speak consistently about the gift? As
provocative as it sounds, this “inadequacy” is a good thing: by definition, any
discourse on whatever is mysterious ultimately fails to grasp its subject matter.
Derrida explicitly states that the gift has a “mysterious and elusive character.””™
The mysterious ultimately eludes the gaze and grasp of cpistemic mastery. Derrida
avoids any pretension to totality, as well as any pretension to an absolute
apophaticism (negativity, unknowing) and its concomitant silence: after all, he

13

obviously writes on the gift.” He displays an awareness of the ulimate

inconsistency involved in thinking gifting, and this kind of awareness guides the

3 Derrida, GT, 35.

% Demida, GT, e.g., 93, 95.

" «Uncertainty” is an essential feature when thinking about gift/ing; refer to GT, 46, 93.

"2 Derrida, GT, 24.

12 Refer to Derrida, e.g., GT, 34£,127, a. 12,

1% T, 42. And one could propose that any given subject is ultimately, irreducibly mystetious.

! It is intetesting to note that apephasis also refers to a “sentence, verdict, or decision . . . Derrida,

SLN, 35
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following discourse by tespectfully treating the thing in question—frecly given
creation—as an aporia. The essential discursive inconsistency involved in the
question of the gift is thercfore st a negative criticism. Referring to thinkers who
have broachc: the question of the gift in the past, Derrida explains: “neither
Moliére not ' nss, at bottom, has ever said anything about the gift #e/f And what

we are trying to explain here is why there is #o fan/t in that” '

viii, Creation-Gift-Aporia

The present work conjoins a thinking of creation with the gifc-aporia to
produce an aporetics about what-is. A number of preliminary remarks are
warranted in light of this pairing. They relate to (1) the question of two kinds of
gifts; (2) the relationality of gifting; and, (3) the “aesthetics™ of this aporetics’ radical
eco-cgalitarianism. -

Fitst of all, the gift-aporia may be considered along two diffetentiated but
ultimately interrelated paths; Derrida explains: “There would be, on 2he one hand, the
gift that gives something determinate {a given, a present in whatever form it may
be, ... ‘natural’ or symbolic thing . . .} and, on the other hand, the gift that gives not a
given but the cnditton of a present given in general . . " Caputo offers an
excellent elucidation of this gift which is otherwise than ontico-ontological; he
explains that this gift relates to “ow things ‘come.”™ This gift may be figured as
différance or khora. Caputo argues that, owing to its anti-Platonic, anonymous, quasi-
transcendental, pre-subjective, disseminative, uncontrollable and improper non-
nature, this gift differs from a traditional gift-giving deity: “Events happen in

différance not from (par) a spitit of generosity, but wizh generosity (Geven Time, 162),

132 Derrida, G7, 113, n. 4. Marcel Mauss was an anthropologist whose famous work on the gift in
the early twentieth century sparked off interest in the question of the gift in many academic
disciplines; refer to Mauss, The Gifi: The Form and Reason for Exchange in Archaic Sodeties, trans. W. D.
Halls, 1%t ed. 1924 (London: Routledge, 1990).

' Derdda, GT, 54.

™ Caputo, PTJD, 160.

4




Introduction

that is to say, with a profusion and abundance that is the issue not of a subject’s
generosity but of a certain disseminative process.”

To be sure, a meditation on this kind of gift would prove insightful on a
number of levels: for instance, I noted above that Keller casts the febom of Genesis
in terms of diffirance, and so there may be an ecotheological opening for a
meditation on this Abdral gift. However, as fascinating and productive as such an
endeavor may prove to be, what is attempted here is 2 rethinking of things-as-gifts
rather than the gift/s that provide the condition for ontic gifting. Certainly, the
«“what” of creation” is indelibly interrelated with its “how.” Nevettheless, the.
present focus lies on gift-#ings. Due to the attention paid to the thingness of our
oikes by the present work (combined with the limitations of space), the quasi-
transcendental gift is suspended here. ‘

Now, the suspension of the gift of “how things come” in their quasi-
transcendentality correlates to the bracketing of the question of the “who-what” of
co-creativity discussed above. In other words, the suspension of the question of
what/who else co-creates cteation, coincides with a suspension of the question of
what/who else gifis creation (assuming the possibility of a relation between the
two). The bracketing of the source of the gift-giver is watranted by the gift-apotia
itself. Schmitz argues that gift-giving is “an originative activity that is radically non-
systematic. . . . For the term giff is chatged with discontinuity and contingency, with
risk, vulnerability and surprise.” So far, so good—but Schmitz immediately adds:
“Moreover, the gift points beyond itself to its soutce, to a more or less definitely
apprehended giver.”? 1f gift-giving is “charged with” “discontinuity and
contingency, with risk, vulnerability and surprise,” then how can freely given
creation “point beyond itself to its source™? The gift-giver of the creation-gift

cannot be “definitely apprebended”——at least in any epistemological sense. The gift

135 Caputo, PTJD, 168. Mation also offers two paths to thinking gifting. On the one hand, there is a
“giving . . . with neither giver nor given . . . a pure giving”; on the other, giving “is accomplished by
the giver.” Marion, GWB, 104. While Mation is interested in the first, I am more interested—in a
nuanced way—with the latter.

136 Sehmitz, TGC, 4.
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is given in risk, surprise, and undecidability by a giver who disks, surprises, and
remains incognito.

And so, the questions of (co-)creators and (co-jgift-givers is bracketed while I
reflect on creation itself. However (for this question is suspended in both senses), it
is worth noting hete how the above discussion on divine creativity may be thought
in tetms of the gift-aporia. The gift is an aporia because it seems to be matked by
both vnilaterality (unconditionality, freedom) and bi(mult)laterality (conditionality,
return). The notion of creation-from-nothing would therefore reflect the aspect of
one-way gifting, while a relational figuring of creativity reflects gifting’s circularity.
Hence, a certain retention of the tension between the ex #ibif thesis and its other
also mirtors the tension in and of the gift itsef. The act of not-choosing reflects the
aporeticity of the creation-gift.

However, the retention of the possibility of the ex nibib should not be
misconstrued as a bias towards unilaterality and singulatity. 1 noted above that
“creation” implies here a relational creation. Now, “gift/ing” also implies the
characteristic of relationality, for this act involves the gratuitous giving of
something by someone /% someone; gifting, by definidon, implies interdependent
interconnectedness. However (and once again as is the case with “creation”), I
focus on the gift and its reception—rather than the gift-giver (for example, other
creatures, God, etc). I focus, in particular, on humans as gift-recipients. This
emphasis is ethically driven: my intention is to interpret every thing that we humans
encounter as 2 gift (including our selves and all others), and to indicate ways in
which our responses to gift-things reflect and respect ‘the gift in all its aporeticity.
Hence, the thesis focuses on the given gift and how it may be received.

Due to the egalitarian character of this aporetics, the object-act of “gift/ing”
is not here restricted to humans: givers and receivers include the possibility of
other-than-human beings. All beings are here perceived as gifting their selves to
themselves and each other. An immediate objection arises: for a gift to be gift, it
must be identdfied as such: there should be an intention to give. It therefore scems

presumptuous (and perhaps a little “ludicrous”) to propose that other-than-human
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creatures perceive creation-things in their giftness. First of all, we should not
discount this possibility. Moreover, this objection is ultimately irrelevant: the ant-
eco/theo/logical perceptions of human beings account for the violation of creation,
and so this thesis is addressed 7o humans for humans. What counts is that we humans
perceive and receive creation in oikological terms, and this aporetics of gift/ing
attempts to conttibute to this radical transfiguration of human-perception and

human-action.

The promotion of a radically ecological egalitarianism opens onto 2 further

quety: if the following work attempts to think through the figuring of every pragma-

in-relation as gift, does this entail that it seeks to beautify or aestheticize every

Introduction

But this aporetics transgresses “aesthetics” in its conventional sense by virtue
of its radical democratism: it treats o/ things as gifts; if all things are gifts, then, on
the one hand, one is faced with the possibility that @/ entties may be conceived or
perceived as beautiful, special, or precious. Hierarchical binaties like beautiful/ugly,
special/banal, and phusis/techné become irrelevant in this context, for every-thing is
raised to the level of “beauty”—if beauty (also) marks the gift. The two constitutive
features are exchange and excess. Now, it probably seems odd (ot even scandalous)
to suggest that every Zhing—from a flower in bloom to the fork on one’s plate—is 4
&ft and therefore beautiful, but it is only a scandal for a perception fundamentally

restricted by the abovementioned binarism, by our instrumentalism, by our world-

thing? In other words, is this aporetics an aesthetics? This study is not an weatiness, and absent-mindedness. (The creation-gift’s already-thereness obscures

Pty

!

«sesthetics” in the conventional sense, which is “concerned with the nature and

appreciation of beauty . . .”"" Of course, such a (mis)reading may be expected: the
term “gift” certainly sesonates with that which is beautiful, special, precious, artistic,
or talented (“pifted”).”® One should not deny that the word “gift” is, to reconfigure
Gerard Manly Hopkins® phrase, charged with a certain grandeur, and that this word
gets linked to special acts and things (real and irreal): hence, the significance of
phrases like “the gift of life,” “the gift of friendship,” “the gift of nature,” and so
on, as well as the cherishing of gift-giving festivals like birthdays or Christmas.
Indeed, it is precisely because “gift/ing” is such a powetful concept and
phenomenon that it warrants the kind of investigation undertaken hete. The “gift”
is both paradoxical (free, circular) and prestigious (special, high-profile): the. gift

moves s,

31 NODE, 28.

1% A rare example of a theological connection berween the gift, beauty, and other-than-human
Nature, is found in the writings of Gregory of Nyssa (335-395): “The gifts bestowed upon the spot
by Nature who beautifies the earth with unstudied grace are such as these: below, the river Halys
makes the place fair to look upon with his banks and gleams like a golden ribbon through theit
deep purple, reddening his current with the soil he washes down. Above, 2 mountain densely
overgrown with wood stretches with its long rdge . . .’ Gregory of Nyssa, “Letter Fiftcen: To
Adelphius the Lawyer,” in PNF, on CCEL <http:/ /www.ccel.org/ fathers2/NPNF2-05/Npaf2-
05-58.htm> 1 August 2003,
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our capacity to petceive it as gift. In other words, perhaps what-is is imperceptible
as gift because it is the “beginning of gifts,” thereby leading to a failure to receive it
as gty And so, this apotetics may therefore be as a most radical aesthetics,
reflecting the otiginal meaning of the word from which it detives: azsthétés denotes
“a person who petceives,” and “aesthetics” once implied a theory of sensory

petception or embodied responsiveness to things."*’

ix. The Path Of This Aporetics

The gift is cettainly an aporia. For Detrida, the gift cannot appear as such:
“the gift does not exsst and does not present itself.”'"! And yet, Derrida does not deny
the phenomenality of the circulated gift: “we do not mean to say that there is no

exchanged gift. One cannot deny the phenomenon, nor that which ptesents this |

% Thomas Traheme (1636-1674) scems to acknowledge the blind spot created by the creation-
gift's precedence: “And remember always how great so ever the world is, it is the beginning of
Gifts, the first thing which God bestows to every infant, by the very right of his [sic] nativity.
Which because men are blind, they cannot éec, and therefore know not that God is bountiful.”
Thomas Traherne, Centuries of Meditations, “The Second Century [hereafter Traherne, (M), on
CCEL <http:/ /wwrw.ccel.org/ccel /traherne /centuties.all html#i1> 1 August 2003.

1 NODE, 28.
" Perrida, GT, 15.
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precisely phenomenal aspect of exchanged gifts. But the apparent, visible
contradiction of these two values—gift and exchange—must be problematized.”"*
I attempt to rethink this problematization in a “positive” and “constructive”
oiko/theo/logical direction. The gift is marked by the differing matks of freedom
and presence: it is therefore an aporia, paradox, or contradiction. What does this
mean if one proposes that creation is a gift (freely-gifted and identified as such)?
How can creation be both freely given and identified as such? After all, the
recognition of creation as a gift immediately annuls creation’s giftness. This aporia
is certainly troubling. How should this tension be confronted? Can the aporia be
resolved—and nzust it?

Along the way to broaching the questions associated with the gift-aporia and
its relation to creation, | carry out my extended meditation on the creation-gift by
way of examinations of relevant texts. These texts include the Bible, pre-twentieth
century theology, twentieth century theology, and a critique of Derridean aporetics
of gifting.

In the next chapter, I locate and consider those points where “gift” appears
in the Bible, and in classic and twentieth century theological writings. 1 examine
the ways in which the two aspects of the gift, its lincarity and circularity, are cast in
these texts. Twentieth century texts by Schmitz, Webb, and Marion that deal with
the gift are also analyzed. This retracing ptepares a path for concentrating on ways
in which the gift’s aporeticity may be thought anew. To the best of my knowledge,
this kind of ctitical survey has never been attempted.

In the third chapter, I begin by examining the question of the relation
between the given and the gift, for Marion tethinks the gift along
phenomenological grounds. I then turn to a discussion of the principal notion that
drives the thesis, oscillation, as a way of engaging the two divergent elements of
gifting, excess and exchange. This discussion critically engages the work of Webb,

Caputo, and Derrida.

"2 Dermida, GT, 37.
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Intcoduction

The final chapter is devoted to sketching ways in which our interactivity with
creation reflects its aporetic giftuess. Oscillation plays a pivotal rol= in this sketch.
Such a task is innovative because the sketch is informed by the gift’s aporeticity.
The chapter focuses on the following eco/theo/logically appropriate responses and
interactions to the creation-gift: silences, tremblings, letting-be (and violence), use,
enjoyment, and return. Hence, the fourth chapter moves in a2  “constructive”
direction, while the previous chapters are essentially evaluative. This direction is

unique in that it is thoroughly informed by a radically aporetic understanding of the
gift.
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A Brief History Of The Gift-Apotia

This thesis carties out an extended meditation on the gift’s aporeticity, and
what this duality may mean eco/theo/logically, that is, if creation is a gift, pethaps
co/gift-ed by.God. An appropriate starting-point would therefore be the broader
context of the ways in which the gift has been figured in the Bible and Christian
theology, for therein one finds traces of the gift’s paradoxicality. The present
chapter may therefore be described as a kind of “history” or retracing of this
aporeticity throughout Christian theology. Along the way, the following ideas come
to the fore: indebtedness, enjoyment, gratuity, receptivity, squandeﬁng, and so
on—matters that are then addressed in more detail in subsequent chapters. I begin
the retracing with the Bible and archival theology (§ 2.1). This section highlights the
disseminative, disjunctive natute of the gift. I then turn to twentieth century
theological reflections on gifting, focusing on aspects of the work of Schmitz,

Webb, and Marion, and their relation to the tension of the gift aud how these

thinkers negotiate it (§ 2.2).

2.1 GIFTS IN SCRIPTURE AND ARCHIVAL THEOLOGY

In the following subsection, I examine the word “gift” as it appears in
Scripture. The term’s semantic multivalence is highlighted. Gifts are categorized as
conditional (gift-offerings, gift-bribes, etc.) or unconditional (gratuitous gifts, grace)
(§ 2.1.1). 1 then locate and discuss how these two competing aspects of the gift ate
negotiated on the rare occasions when archival t.heoldgy (pre-twentieth century
theology) refers to gifts other than grace (§ 2.1.2).

A number of introductory remarks will clarify the nature of this retracing.
First, it is intended as an overview: the crux of the present work lies in the late-

modern thinking of gifting and its development in an oko/theo/logical direction,
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and so the retracing of the Bible and archival theology is necessatily broad and
introductory. Second, the study restricts itself to (Judeo-)Christian texts, beginning
with Scripture.” Third, only those texts in archival theology that explicitly use the
word “gift” are treated here. It should also be noted that I do not aim for a
thoroughgoing etymological or exegetical study here, nor am I entering into the
labyrinthine questions of translation, context, intertext, and so on. What is being
identified is the word “gift,” its various meanings, and the way the term has been
taken up by those who have taken the time to meditate on the idea. In other words,
I take the texts af their word. Such measures are necessary, owing to the limitations
of space: after all, the following retracing traces a specific term over an immense

textual landscape.

2.1.1 The Bible’s Un/Conditional Gifts

To begin with, how is the word “gift” figured in the Hebrew and Christian
Scriptures? The term “gift” is an astonishing scriptural example of a word saturated
in plurivocity. Young's Analytical Concordance to the Bible identifies twenty-one variant
meanings.® 1 cite here some of the most diverse semantic categories assembled
under the rubric of “gift.” The Comwrdanee provides the following classifications:
gift as reward (¢eshhar, e.g., Ps 72.10); as offering (minchabh, e.g., 2 Sam 8.2); as bribe
(Yerumah, Prov 29.4); as impure gift (nedeh, e.g., Ezek 16.33); as desired gift (dowa,
e.g., Mt 7.11; Phil 4.17); the act of gifting (dosss, e.g., Jas 1.17); the specifically
material gift (doron, e.g., Mt 2.11; Rev 11.10); and variations of the “free gift”
denoting a spiritual gift (dorea, e.g., Acts 2.38; Eph 3.7; dorema, e.g., Rom 5.16) ot

! Schmitz crosses the question of the relation between hellenistic philosophy and the gift—but only
cursorily, He refers to ¢iner thinkers who have tackled the relation of pre-Chrstian philosophy and
gift theology, including: Zachary Hayes, The General Doctrine of Creation in the Thirteenth Century with
special emphasis on Matthew of Aquasparta (Munich: F. Schéningh, 1964); and, A. C. Pegis, 52 Thomas
and the Greeks (Milwavkee: Marquette University Press, 1951) [hereafter Pegis, STG]. Also refer to
Robert H. Bremner, Giving: Charity and Philanthropy in History (New Brunswick, N.Y.: Transaction
Publishers, 1994). The question of this relation exceeds the parameters of the present work.

2 Robert Young, Young's Analytical Concordance lo the Bible (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1982), 390.
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grace (charisma, e.g., Rom 1.11; 1 Cer 7.7). And so, sometimes the “gift” is identifted
as absolutely conditional (such as a bribe or sacrifice) and sometimes as purely
unconditional (such as grace). Sometimes these meanings crossover ot CriSsCross
each other. Hence, one is faced with a dilemma: biblically, the term “gift” is so
semantically diverse it seems to defy definition. If so, how can one gather these
appatently disparate and contradictory meanings under the name “gift”? At the risk
of homogenization, it is therefore necessary to provisionally natrow this broad
semantic field in the following way: in light of the widely accepted definition of the
gift (a freely given thing identified as such), the following retracing is thematized
according to the notions of conditional and unconditional gifts. I tum to specific
texts in order to illustrate these categories of the gift.

The most striking characteristic of “gift” as presented in Scripture is the
group of gifts that may be arranged under the heading “conditioﬁa ” gifts
construed as offerings, bribes, rewards, etc. This feature is striking because /odgy we
ordinarily identify a gift as that which is given unconditionally or freely; hence, the
contradictoriness of conditional gifts. According to the Derridean reading of
gifting, sacrificial and almsgiving gifts ate rendered manifestly problematic: Derrida
rightly casts doubt on the identification of sacrifices and alms, for these gifts are
premised on the generation of an exchange, be it a benefit, protection, secutity, and
so on; chance (and) encounter are denied by the regularity of sacrifice and
almsgiving. As Derrida notes, almsgiving “becomes prescribed, programmed,
obligated, in other words bound. And 2 gift must not be bownd, in its purity, nor

3

even binding, obligatory or obliging.”™ Derrida immediately mentions religion and
the religious here, identifying religiosity with binding: as Derrida would know, the
Latin wotd re/igare means “to bind.”

Keeping these thoughts in mind (and to which 1 return), I tutn to texts that

provide some of the more remarkable examples of  conditional gifts. In

Deuteronomy 16.17, the command is given: “Each of you msst bring a gift in

* Derrda, GT, 137.
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proportion to the way the LORD your God has blessed you.” And the following
command is given in Ezekiel 20.40: “For on my holy mountain . . . I will reguire
your contributions and the choicest of your gifts.”> Consider the vocabulary of
force and condition: “must,” “proportion,” “require.”

Isaiah connects the bribe with the gift: “Everyone loves a bribe and tuns after
gifts.” (Isa 1.23) Ezekiel identifies a relationship between certain acts of gifting with
bribery and defilement; speaking for Yahweh, he proclaims: “Gifts are given to all
whores; but you gave your gifts to all your lovers, bribing them to come to you
from all around for your whorings.” (Ezek 16.33) On behalf of God, Ezekiel
proclaims: “When you offer your gifts . . . you defile yourselves” and “my holy
name you shall no more profane with your gifts and your idols.” (Ezek 20.31;
20.39c) A mote seductive bribery is evidenced in Psalm 45.12: “the people of Tyre
will seek your favor with gifts.”

Conditional gifts are not limited to the First Testament. Matthew’s Jesus
upholds the notion of compelling gifts: “offer the gift that Moses commanded.” (Mt
8.4c) When Paul thanks the Philippians for their generous gifting, he explains: “I
have been paid in full and have more than enough; I am fully satsfied, now that I
have recerived from Epaphroditus the gifts you sent . . . (Phil 4.18) This vetse is
conctituted by the language of economic exchange: having been “paid in full,”
sai:isfactioﬂ registers upon receipt of the gifts. The Philippians’ gifts have balanced
an account: “Not that I seek the gift, but I seek the profit that accumulates to your
account.” (Phil 4.17.) The Philippians’ generosity towards an apostle of Christ

seems to be earning them credit in heaven® To be sure, some gifts are more

? The New International Version of the Bible [hereafter NIV], on the Bibk Gateway website, Gospel
Communicatdons International, US.A. f[heteafier B/G] <http://www.biblegateway.com/cgi
bin/bible?language=englishandversion=NIVandpassage=Heb+8.4> 4 August 2003. All biblical
emphases are added.

3 The New Revited Stondard Viersion (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Bible Publishers, 1993)
[hereafter NRSV/). Unless otherwise stated, I utilize the NRSTV.

S The NIV reads: “Not that I am looking for a gift, but I am looking for what may be eredited to your
awount.” NIV in BiG <http:/ /bible.gospelcom.net/bible?passage=Philippians+4:2-23andversion=
NIV> 4 August 2003,

3
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demanding than otbers, but all the cases of gifts cited here—and there are more—

are conditional: the gift is owed, expected, demanded, or rewarded.

In stark contradistinction, there are 4/ biblical instances of the unconditional
gift—the idealistic or perfect conceptualization of “gift” which is prevalent today.
This kind of unambiguously unconditional gifting occurs very rarely in the First
Testament. Two texts deserve mention. First, Esther 2.18 refers to an instance of
gifting that comes very close to pure gratuity: the teader is told that King
Ahasuerus “gave gifts with royal liberality” to his people upon his mattiage to
Esther. Thete is a “cause” (the wedding) but the monarch’s gifting seems largely
unmotivated by economic kinds of self-interest noted above. As is noted by
thinkers cited below, gifting between subjects is probably always sclf-interested in
some sense. However, one may retain the distinction between an abundantly
gencrous giving—a giving out of sheer munificence, perhaps like King
Ahasuerus’s—and gift/ing in order to gain (gift-as-bribe, gift-as-reward, etc).

A second text is also fascinating, The author of Ecclesiastes advises gift-

tecipients to simply enjoy the gift without return:

This is what T have seen to be good: it is fitting to eat and drink and
find enjoyment in all the toil with which one toils under the sun the few
days of the life God gives us; for this is out lot. Likewise all to whom
God gives wealth and possessions and whom he [sic] enables to enjoy
them, and to accept their lot and find enjoyment in their toil—this is
the gift of God.” (Eccl 5.18-19)

In this passage the gift is offered for joyous consumption rather than debt-ridden
reciprocation. The gift provides pleasure rather than obligation. This is in stark
contrast to the explicitly mercantile gifts cited above. Like the question of debt, the
question of enjoyment recurs throughout the present discourse on the gift, and is
discussed in more detail in due course.

Now, despite texts like Esther 2.18 and Ecclesiastes 5.18, the Hebrew

Scriptures overwhelmingly portray calculating kinds of gifts—gifts without the kind
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of abandon or impulse which marks the “gift” as we tend to conceive it. J. A. Selbie
suggests: “One did not come before prophet or king or God with empty hands.
The English words ‘gift’ and ‘present’ are apt, indeed, to convey an idea of
spontaneity about the transaction which was generally absent.”” The spontaneity of
the gift emerges more clearly in the Chrisdan Scriptures. While the First Testament
rarely figures unconditional gifts, Second Testament texts convey the idea of an
unconditional gift, particularly with grace—the unconditional gift par excellence—as a
prominent motif throughout the Christian Scriptures. For example, Paul declares:
“For by grace you have been saved through faith, and this is #of your own doing it is
the gift from God—nwot the resuit from works, so that no one may boast.” (Eph 2.8-9)
Here the gift is not ted to the receiver’s enterprise.

However, Second Testament texts that promcte unconditional human gifeing
nevertheless seem to entangle themselves in the circularity of the gift. For instance,
on the one hand, the Christc logic in Luke overturns the notion of giving in sttictly‘
reciprocal and equivalent terms: “If you lend to those from whom you hope to
receive, what credit is that to you? . . . But love your enemies, do good, and lend
fgift], expecting nothing in retumn.” (Lk 6.35a)° However, this subversive logic
immediately teverts to an economic rationale, for this kind of giving nevertheless
earns divine credit: “Your reward will be great . . .” (Lk 6.35b) Despite the
tevetsion to calculation, one nevertheless glimpses the “mad” logic of
unidirectional gifting.

A text that most aptly captures the aporeticity of gifting is chapter 9 of The

Second Letter to the Corinthians, because it clearly conveys the diverging elements

7 Selbie confirms that the conditional gift continues to prevail in Eastern cultures: “So firmly
established is the custom in the East of giving 2 present upon certain conditions that the latter is
dernanded as a right.” |. A. Selbie, “Gift,” in Dictionary of the Bibl, ed. ]. Hastings (Edinburgh: T.
and T. Clark, 1958) 172-173, 173. (This prevalence is not assumed here to be an exclusively
“Bastern” phenomenon.)

8 Simon Jarvis notes that the original Greek and Latin word translated in this verse as “lend” more
accurately correspond to the verb form of “gift” (dapizete, date). Jarvis, “Problems in the
Phenomenclogy of the Gift,” Angelaki: Journal of the Theoretical Humanities 6.2 (August 2001): 67-77,
74,
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of condition and gratuity. 2 Corinthians 9.5 reads: I thought it xecessary to zirge the
brothers [sic] to go on ahead to you, and arrange in advanee for this bountiful gift that
you have promised, so that it may be ready as a voluntary gift and not as an exiloriion.”
Paul hopes for a voluntary gift: a present given freely, without coercion. But this
hope is bound to a lexicon of necessitation, sway, arrangement, and of holding the
Cotinthians to their promise. The freedom of the gift is bound up.
Contradictoriness marks the verses that follow: “The point is this: the one who
sows spatingly will also rcap sparingly, and the one who sows bountifully will also
reap bountifully. Each of you st give as you have mde up your mind, not reluctantly
ot under compulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver” (2 Cot 9.6-7) Paul understandably
privileges the cheetful and generous gift-giver, but this privilege is destabilized in
light of: (1) injunction: the Corinthians are commanded to be generous; each of us
“must give”; (2) calculation: they/we must “make up our minds,” especially when
we take into consideration God’s love of a “cheerful giver”; and, (3) reward:
generosity’s harvest is bountiful. Despite Paul’s plea for freeing up the gift, he
encourages a now-classic economic formula: reaping what is sown.

In sum, the present subsection involved a discussion of the issue (the
question, the dissemination) of the multifatious gifts of the Bible. However, one
gift seems to be starkly lacking—pronounced in light of the present work: the
creation-gift itself. Doesn’t the Bible ever figure creation itself as a gift?
Sutprisingly, there scems to be no explicit coupling of the terms “gift” and
“creation” in Scripture. Now, cettain passages may perhaps be constrwed as
intimating or indicating a correlation between gifting and creation, such as the

biblical “giving” in Gen 1.29-30 or Deut 6.10-11. But these givings are semantically
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different from “gifiing”” As for the Second Testament, pure gift/ing certainly
appears it the form of “grace.” However (and once again), any pairing between the
two terms would be somewhat contrived. In sum, the Bible does not explicitly
figure a relation between “gift” and “creation.” To be sure, the observation that
“gift” and “creation” is nos explicitly linked by Christianity’s foundational text is alt
the more remarkable insofar as the connection /s made, albeit rately, by Christian
thinkers over the centuries (as the following retracing demonstrates)—and (pethaps
more frequently) by believers generally. Indeed, this connection has become so
ingrained that the thought of “the creatdon-gift as a divine gift” is today a

theological given: after all, which Chtistian would deny that creation is a gift from

God?

2.1.2 Archival Theology’s Un/Conditional Gifts

‘The above survey illustrates the fact that Scripture is certainly fertile ground
in terms of references to gifts. But the Bible does not, unsurpiisingly, take up ot
treat the question of the gift in any apparently philosophical or theological way." 1f
the Bible does not explicitly think gift/ing in any reflective or sustained way, when
and how does archival theology think it? In order to negotiate this question, the act
of retracing continues along the lines established above: I locate the most
significant explicit references to un/conditional gifts in archival theology, and I

examine them in light of questions like gratuity, return, enjoyment, etc. Only those

? The biblical scholar Walter Brueggemann interprets Deutcronomy 6.10(-11) as a text that figures
the land as God’s gift. Brueggemann refers to this text as one marked by a “rhetoric” of “pure gift,
radical grace.”” Walter Brueggemann, The Land: Place as Gift, Promise, and Challenge in Biblical Faith, 2nd
ed., (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress Press, 2002), 46. (I cite the NRSV, while Brueggemann
quotes from the Revised Standard Version of the Bible—the two renderings are similar} But the text
itself does not figure the land as z gift (pute or impuce): “And when Yahweh your God brings you
into the land which he [sic] swore to your fathers, to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob, to give you
.. .” The exegete practices a hermeneutical leap from a divine gizing to an unconditional giff¥ng.

¥ On the question of the relation between Scripture, theology, and doctrine, refer to, e.g, Kevin
Hart, “Introduction to the 2000 Edition,” in The Trespass of the Sign: Deconstruction, Theology cind
Philbssophy, 2nd ed. (New York: Fordham University Press, 2000), esp. xxiti-xxiv.
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texts which offer more than a passing comment are cited—though the texts are
usually not much more than that. Finally, I postpone references to creation-gifts for
the final chaptet, for, at this stage, I pay attention to the question of whether and
how thinkers think the gift-aporia rather than the creation-gift-aporia.

A number of theologians preserve the circularity of the gift—even when the gitt

is grace. John Chrysostom (347-407) thetorically asks:

What then can it be but extreme senselessness . . . not even (o give a
return for a fiee gift. . . . Yet sutely, even antecedently to the kingdom, and
to all the rest, even for the vety fact of His [God’s; sic] giving, we ought
to feel bound to Him. . . . Now when His gifis are so great, and His
densands exceedingly easy, and we do not supply even these; what deep
of hell must we not desetve? . . . . Having then considered all these

things, and calulated what we have received, what we are to receive,

what is required of us, let us show forth all our diligence on the things

spiritu‘.sﬂl.1 !

To “return a free gift”: the gift now becomes explicitly implicated in exchange
economy. Note, too, the economic language: “bound,” “demands,” “calculated,”
and so on. Another remark by Chrystostom promotes this kind of stringent
reciprocity: “a gift is not given to those who are hated, but to friends and those
who have been well-pleasing . . .”* According to this logic, the gift rewards
friendship; the gift rewards the gift of friendship.

Thomas Bunyan (1628-1688) notes the gift’s condition of obligation when it
comes to the gift of the “fear of the Lord™ “Great gifts naturally tend to oblige,”

and “this fear of God teaches a man to put a due estinzation upon every gift of God

1 John Chsysostom, Homtlies on Matthen, “Homily 45,” § 3, trans. Geosge Prevost, rev. M. B. Riddle
[hereafter Chrysostom, HM] in A Sekit Library of the Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers of the Christian
Chureb, ed. Philip Schaff (Edicburgh/Grand Rapids: T. and T. Clark/Wm. B. Ecrdmans, no date)
{heteafter PNF], on CCEL <hutp:/ Jwww.ccelorg/ fathers2/ NPNF1-10/0pnf1-10-51.htm> 1
August 2003.

2 Chrysostom, Homilies on the Gospel According o St Jobn, “Homiy 51,7 in PNF, on CCEL
<http:/ /wrww.ccelorg/ fathers2/NPNF 1-14/npnf1-14-55.htm> 1 August 2003.
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bestowed upon us . . .”? Unfortunately, Bunyan does not explin the qualifying
phrase “naturally tend to”; whatever thoughts he has about this natural tendency of
the gift to oblige (and I return to his thoughts on the gift in § 4.2.4), Bunyan clearly
registers the gift’s propensity to oblige—even though the gift is, by definition, that
which would not oblige.

Andrew Murray (1828-1917) conveys three traditional charactenistics of the
gift in his own writings in the following passage: enjoyment of the gift, the gift as

sacrifice, and the return of the gift:

People say, Does not God give us all good gifts to enjoy?” But do you
know that the reality of the enjoyment is in the giving back? Just look at
Jesus—God gave Him a wonderful body. He kept it holy and gave it as
a sacrifice to God. This is the beauty of having a body. God has given

you a soul; this is the beauty of having a soul—jyon can give it back #o
God."

Not only does this passage reinforce the notion that a gift should be returned; it
also attempts to make enjoyment bilateral: one only superficially enjoys the gift by
taking it; the “real” enjoyment supposedly comes with its return. Perhaps Murtay is
wary of the risk of enjoyment as a pure-—arnd selfish?——rteceiving. Observe also
Murray’s instrumentalism: the body (and soul) is beautiful insofar as it can be
returned. The body (and soul) is not enjoyed per se but because it is a gift-sacrifice
that returns to its sender.

Perhaps inspired by its discourses on grace, theologians began to reflect on
the gratuity ox fivine gifting, and thereby corporeal gift exchange seems to have

begun to sit uneasily in the context of divine economy: one finds moments in

1 .

Thomas Bunyan, 4 Treatise of the Fear of God, ed. George Offer (London: N. Ponder, 1679), ch. 6,
in Acaia Jobn Bunyan Online Library <http:/ /acacia.pair.com/Acacia,] ohn.Bunyan/Sermons.Allegori
es/Treatise.Fear.God/6.html> 1 August 2003.

t

* Andrew Murray, The Deeper Christian Life: An Aid to its Attainment, “Consecration,” § 3 (Chicago:
Fleming H. Revell Company, 1895) [heteafter Musray, DCL), on CCEL <http:/ /www.ccel.org/m/
murray/deeper/deeper_life08.htm> 1 August 2003 ‘
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which the gift-as-sacrifice (or offering/bribe/etc.) is questioned and criticized.
Trenacus encourages oblation-gifts but immediately qualifies this directive by
stating: “not that He [God; sic] stands in need of a sacrifice from us . . >3
Assuming divine gratuity and independence, Tatian the Assysian (110-172) ptovides
2 harsher criticism of religious gifting: “Nor even ought the ineffable God to be
presented with gifts; for He [God] who is in want of nothing is not to be
mistepresented by us as though He were indigent.”' Minucius Felix (third century)
thetorically asks: «Shall 1 offet victims and sacrifices to the Lord, such as He has
produced for my use, that I should #hrow back to Him Tis own gift?”"" Amobius
(284-305) also questions the economy of giftng as it relates to divinity: “For this
belongs specially to deities, to be generous in forgiving, and to seck no return for
their gifts.”'® Even Chrysostom, who, on the one hand, insists oa returning the
grace-gift, separates Christan gifting from the “Judaical grossneés” of animal
sacrifice.”” Such statements outline and promote a human gifting that reflects the
presumed unconditionality of divine gifting.

While the conditional gift received criticism, the gratvitous gift gained in
prestige. The presumed unconditionality of divine gifting provides inspiration for
corpoteal gifting. Inspited by Christic generosity, Irenaeus urges us “not merely to
be liberal givers and bestowets, but even that we should present a gratuitous gift to

these who lake away onr goods. . . . and from him [sic] that takes away your goods, ask them

5 Yrenaeus, ~Against Heresier, Book 1V, ch. 18, par. 1, (hereafter Irenacus, AH), in The Ante-Nicene
Fathers: Translations of the Fathers Down to A.D. 325, ed. Alexander Roberts and James Donaldson,
rev. A, Cleveland Coxe (Edinburgh/ Grand Rapids: . and T. Clark/Wm. B, Eerdmans, no date)
[heteafter ANF], on CCEL <http:/ /www.ceelorg/ fathers/ ANI-01 Jiren/isendhunl> 1 August
2003; also refer to AH, Bk. 1V, ch. 18, par. 6.

16 Yagan, Address of Tatian to the Greeks, ch. 4, trans J. E. Ryland, in ANF, on CCEL
<http:// www.ccel.org/ fathers2/ ANF-02/20f02-37. hum#P1114_299739> 1 August 2003.

7 AMinucius Felix, The Odavius of Minuciur  Pelix, ch. 32, in ANC, on CCEL
<hup:// www.ccelorg/ fathers/ ANF -04/Qrigen/9/t36.htm> 1 August 2003

B Arnobius, The Seven Books of Amobius Against the Heather, Bk. Vii, par. 8, in ANF, on CCEL
<http:/ /www.ccelorg/ fathers2/ AN F-06/anf06-140.htm# P8283_2607320> 1 August 2003.

" John Chrysostom, FIM, “Homily 87 § 1, in PNF, on CCEL <http:/ /www.ccel.org/ fathers2
JNPNF1-10/npnfl-10-14.htm> 1 August 2003.
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net again.”™ In the anonymously written The Pastor of Hermas (second century), we

are also encouraged to “Give to all, for God wishes His gifts to be shared amongst

all. . . . not hesitating as to whom he should give and to whom he should not
give.”* Human gifting is encouraged to imirate the liberality and indiscriminateness
of divine gifting.

The astutely realistic Tertullian (155-225) observes: “Now there is no one
who, when bestowing a gift on another, does not act with a view to bis own interest or
the other’s. This conduct, however, cannot be worthy of the Divine Being . . »* For
Tertullian, unconditional gifting is possible for the deity but impossible for humans.
Nevertheless, in the effort to strive for a more divine-like gifting, Tertullian resists
the strictly circular gift: “On the monthly day, if he [the member of the church]
likes, each puts in @ small donation; but only if it be his pleasure, and only if he be
able: for there is no compulsion; all is voluntary.’® Echoing Paul, Tertullian stresses a
voluntary gifting in order to exceed its circularity. |

Recalling Aristotle, Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274) claims that “a gift is ‘an
unreturnable giving’ . . % If a gift is by its very nature “unreturnable,” it thereby
defies circularity. However, Aquinas is also realistic when considering the possibility
that divine gifting defies the conditionality marking human gifting: “But to give, o/

from any advantage expected from the gift, but our of sheer goodness and the fitness of
giving, is an act of Liberality. God therefore is in the highest degree liberak; and, as

0 i
Trenaeus, AH, Bk. IV, ch. 13, pa. 3, in ANF, on CCEL <http:/ /www.ccel.org/fathers2/A
NF-01/anf01-62.htm> 1 August 2003,

2 .
Pastor of Hermas, Bk 11.2, in ANF, on CCEL <http:/ /www.ccelotg/ fathers2/ ANF-02/anf02-
12.hem> 1 August 2003,

2 Tertullian, T tbe Heatben, Bk. 1L, ch. 13, in ANF, on CCEL <hup:/ /www.ccel.org/fathers2/AN
F-03/anf03-16. him#P1584_589379> 1 August 2003.

23 . .
Tertullian, The Apolgy, ch. 39, in ANF, on CCEL <hup://www.ccel.org/ fathers2/ANF-
03 /anf03-05.htm#P253_53158> 1 August 2003; also refer to The Five Books Against Mardon, Bk. IV,

ch. 9 [herenfter Tertullian, FB], on NA <http:/ /www.newadvent.org/ fathers /03124 htm> 1
August 2003.

* Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theolgica, 111.68 (“Of the Gifis”), Benziger Bros. ed. (1947) [hereafter
Aquinas, 5T), on CCEL <http:/ /www.ccel.org/a/aquinas/summa/F$/FS068 html> 1 August
2003. On the relationship between Aquinas and his Greek and Arabian predecessors on the
question of creation, refer to Pegis, STG.
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Avicenna says, He alone can propesly be called liberal: for every other agent but
Him is in the way of gaining something by bis action and tutends so 1o gain® Like
Terrullian, Aquinas is suspicious of the possibility of unconditional gifting;
howevet, the putity of such gifting has surely influenced the way we petceive and
petform gifting today: we expect the gift to be given “out of sheer goodness.”

The Atistotelian-Thomist noton of unreturnability is also expressed in the
thought of Jeanne-Marie Bouviet de la Mothe Guyon (aka. Madame Guyon)
(1647-1717). Writing in relation to dedicating one’s life to God, Guyon reminds us:
“yemember, a gift once presented, is 1o longer at the disposal of the donor. Abandonment is 2
matter of the greatest importance . . % The idea of unreturnability belongs to the
seties of theological moments that move away from the circular gifting exemplified
in the Fitst Testament: the gift should not retury; it should be abandoned. |

In sum, archival theology sometimes refers to the gift’s circularity (eg,
Bunyan, Murray); sometimes the gift is figured in terms of its gratuity and lineatity
(e.g., Tatian, Felix, Arnobius, Aquinas, Guyon); and, sometimes, theologians refer
to both aspects (e.g., [renacus, Tertullian, Chrysostom). Flowever, archival theology
does not explicitly reflect on the aporeticity of the gift that generates these
divergent rendetings, even though theology differentates between divine gratuity
and human self-interest. In the twenteth century, howevet, the gift finally begins to

be thought in terms of its aporeticity.

2.2 TWENTIETH CENTURY THOUGHTS ON GIFTING

The above ovetview of the most important moments in archival theology in

relation to gifts other than grace not only locates the theological allusions to

% Thomas Aquinas, Summa Contra Gentiles, An Annotated Translation (With some Abridgement) of the
Summa Contra Gentiles, ed. Joseph Rickaby (London: Buras and Oates, 1905), Bk. I, § 93, on the
Jacques Maritain Center website, Univessity of Notre Dame, Indiana <http:/ /www.nd.edu/Departme

nts /Maritain/ etext/gel_93.htm> 1 August 2003,
% Jeanne-Maric Bouvier de la Mothe Guyon, A Shart and Eagy Method of Prayer, ch. 6, on CCEL
<hup:/ /www.ccel.org/ g/ guyon/ prayer/ prayce.tf> 1 August 2003.
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unconditional gifting, but also intimates the (surprising) lack of sustained attention
by theology to this question. This question certainly attracted much more attention
in the twentieth century, particularly with the appearance of Marcel Mauss® The Gift
(c. 1924). This monumental anthropological work would spur on a variety of
studies—including Derrida’s philosophical investigation.”

The butgeoning interest in the gift extended to Christian theology. Three of
the most important Christian thinkers of gifting are Schmitz, Webb, and Marion.
Their work is analyzed in terms of the gift-aporia and how they engage with the
tension between the gift’s excess and exchange. I begin with Schmitz’s work as it
appears in The Gift: Creation (§ 2.2.1). 1 focus on the way Schmitz engages with the
gift’s tension. This is followed by an examination of Webb’s The Gifting God,
focusing on his treatment of the questions of squandering and gratitude (§ 2.2.3),
before examining how he negotiates the gift’s aporeticity according to a trinitarian
framework (§ 2.2.3). 1 also discuss Marion’s reflections on the gift according to his
reading of the parable of the prodigal in God Withont Being (§ 2.2.4). The final

section is a critique of Webb’s critique of Marion’s emphasis on excess (§ 2.2.5).

2.2.1 Schmitz On Gifts And Presents

Schmitz’s The Gift: Creation is a very rare thing: a diminutive but scholarly
theological work explicitly devoted to the question of creation-as-gift. While
Schmitz’s text precedes Given Time, it is marked by a certain awareness of the
paradoxicality of the gift and impressively engages with its tension. In this seétion, I
focus on two elements of this work: the gift’s gratuity and its receptivity.

Schmitz identifies gratuity as a first feature of the gift. He declares: “It [the
gift] is a free endowment upon another who receives it freely; so that the first mark

of a gift is its gratuity.”” Howerer, the writer immediately acknowledges that the

2" On the significance of Mauss’ work, refer to, eg,, Alan D. Schrify, “Logics of the Gift in Cixous:
and Nietzsche: Can We Still be Generous?” in Angelaki: Journal of the Theoretical Humanities 6.2
(August 2001): 113-123, 113-114.
% Schmitz, TGC, 44; also tefer to TGC, 33, 45.
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perfect gift falls short of lived experience: “Of coutse, we ought not expect o find
in the concrete and actual human situation pure interactions of giving and receiving
unmixed with other qualities and intentions. The line between a gift and a
transaction . . . is eidetically clear enough, but it is not always clear in life itself, nox
should we expect it to be””” In this passage, Schmitz does not seem to be troubled
by the tension in the gift.

Nonetheless, thtoughout the text, he oscillates between downplaying and
pronouncing the entwinement of the pure gift with exchange economy. On the one
hand, Schmitz announces: “We bave often given a ‘gift’ because it was expected.
There #s, of conrse, nothing wrong with this . . »® Consider the expression “of coutse™
this turn of phrase signals Schmitz’s oscillation between the gift’s two conditions,
and it is employed at a number of crucial points throughout the text—twice in the
patagraph containing the above-quoted statement. Another passage displays

Schmitz’s entangled engagement with the gift-aporia:

It is important to remember that there is nothing wrong with the
interchange of presents out of mixed motives, for such exchange may
well make smooth the pathways of interpersonal, social and even
commercial relations. Moreover, not all gifts have to be accepted,
anymore than they have to be given. But, if a gift is to reach its
matutity, true to type, then it needs to be received with gratitude and
not compensated for by a return gift. For all that has just been said,

: 3 3
nothing is more customary, of course, than the exchange of gifts.

“For all that has just been said”: this is the crux of the aporia: no matter what is
said about the gift, discourse can never assuage the play or tension between the
gift’s aspects of gratuity and retuen. Hence, despite his apparent acceptance and
approval of the economic dimension to the gift, Schmitz nevertheless realizes that

this aspect is “not without danger” and “the ease with which innocent ‘gifts’

? Schmitz, TGC, 45; also refer to TGC, 53.
3 Schmitz, TGC, 45-46; emphasis added.
3 Schmitz, TGC, 51-52.

62

The Gifts Of Scripture And Theology

imperceptibly move along a line towards bribery and coercion.”™ Schmitz tealizes
that the gift may “entrap™; for the gift-giver, the gift may be rejected; and the gift
itself (material or symbolic) has an “opacity” (a kind of excess) about it which may
alter the relationship between gift-giver and receiver.”® Regarding the material gift’s
opacity, Schmitz explains: “For a material thing is not transparent; it is opaque, and
that opacity may hide as much or more than it reveals of the intentions of the giver.
Its independent substance may contain an unforeseen chain of possible
consequents.”™ In this context, the author notes: “For when it is refused, a gift, so
to speak, bends back upon the giver . . .»* This is precisely the point Derrida
makes: the paradox of the gift is that, while the gift attempts to be unconditional
and linear, it nevertheless “bends back,” returns, circulates—whether the gift is
refused or accepted.

Due to his recognition of the gift’s tension, Schmitz is willing or forced to
distinguish the stronger, unconditional sense of gift from a more transactional cne,
by utilizing “gift” for the former and “present” for the latter.” During a passage
which deals with the question of the freedom of the creature to “flaw” God’s
“original gift,” the writer identifies how this contradiction is encapsulated in the
German word Opfer: “The German word, Opfer, catches both meanings, for the
creatot’s love is both an offering and, potentially, a victim,”” Interestingly, Schmitz
cither overlooks or does not explicitly tefer to the contradictory meaning of the
dosis (Greek for gift/dose/poison) or the Giff (Getman for poison).

During his reflection on gratuity, Schmitz makes the following claim: “If
something is given out of gratitude, it is caught in the temper of the gift; but if it is

in ‘compensation’ for something received or expected, then it falls away from the

% Schmitz, TGC, 46.
% Schmitz, TGC, 48-50.
* Schmitz, TGC, 50.
% Schmitz, TGC, 48,
% Schmitz, TGC, 45.
% Schmitz, TGC, 96-97.
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character of the gift towatds that of a transaction.”™ Now, even if something is
given out of gratitude, it is still a giving which is closer to transacting than gifting,
for gratefulness is thankfulness-for-something or appteciation-of-something.
Despite fitst impressions, gratitude is caught up in circularity; of course,
compensation is more readily identifiable as economic and is more heavily
economic than gratitude. I stress, however, that exchange economy is not therefore
derided: what is emphasized is the way in which circularity plays with that which is
supposed to exceed circularity—the gift.

What is also interesting to note about this passage (and the text in general) is
the vocabulary of degree or moderation which is employed: Schmitz seems to
acknowledge the complexity of thinking about the gift, and, accordingly, employs
language which reflects gifting’s elusiveness for thought. Two examples suffice.
Fitst, a gift given out of gratitude is “caught in the temper [spirit] of the gift”: the
gift is marked by giftness but may not be pure gift. Second, a compensatory gift
“falls away from the character of the gift”: a gift thoroughly marked by commerce
may also refain a mark of giftness. As well as utilizing expressions like “caught in the
temper” and “falls away from,” Schmitz employs terms or phrases like “approach,”
“mote ot less,” “tealize the fullest possibility of the gift,” “on the other hand,”
“nevertheless,” and so on.” The significance of the employment of this kind of
vocabulary becomes apparent during my analysis of Derrida’s terminology in “On
the Gift” (§ 3.2.3), but one may already note that the paindox of the gift

necessitates the utlization of a vocabulary that attempts to engage its tension or

4

play.
Another feature of the gift enunciated by Schmitz is reciprocadion, not in

terms of a reciprocal gift but “the completion of the gift being given™: the gitt must

38 Schmitz, TGC, 45.

% For instances of the first three terms and phrases, refer to TGC, 46; for “on the other hand,”
refer to, e.g., TGC, 50; for “nevertheless,” e.g., TGC, 50.

® «On the Gift: A Discussion between Jacques Derrida and Jean-Lue Marion, Moderated by
Richard Kearney,” in Caputo and Scanlon, GGP, 54-78, [hereafter Derrida and Marion, OG).
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not only be offered but also received.” The author utilizes the word “receptivity”
and this term has less of an economic clement to it than does the word
“reciprocity.” He explaing that receptivity precedes teciprocity. Schmitz argues for
an active agential receptivity, with all the hallmarks of the classic andro-
anthropocentrism which is disavowed elsewhere in the book: “The wax undergoes
the imprint of the mold and may be said to ‘receive’ it; but such passivity is
especially chatacteristic of physical matter. A truly buman mode of receptivity calls for
the recipient to rally his {sic] human resources in order to make a good reception.”

In the following chapters, the question of passivity is raised in relation to the
ways in which the gift precedes human subjectivity. But the question of subjectivity
cannot be dismissed: a prior passivity does not entail the erasure of agency: after all,
recognition of the gift is one of its two basic elements. While all things of creation
may be gifts to themselves and each other, perhaps only humans have the ability to
petceive the giftness in/of pragmata——albeit all too rarely.” Of course, as 1 noted in-
my Introduction, the hermeneutical capacity to identify the gift is not meant to be

misanderstood as a reason for privileging human beings amongst other beings.

2.2.2 Webb On Squandering And Gratitude

Unlike Schmitz’s text, Webb’s The Gifting God comes after the Detridean
aporetics of gifting: Webb therefore has the hindsight to negotiate the insights of
Given Time. He accepts the Dertidean insistence on the linear and circular~—and
therefore aporetic—nature of gifting.® Furthermore, Webb seems to welcome the

in/stability it delivers: “under the influence of deconstructive thought, I see gift

* Sehmitz, TGC, 47.
* Schmitz, TGC, 125, 130.
¥ Schmitz, TGC, 47. On Schmitz’s critique of anthropocentrism, refer to TGC, 34.

* Webb observes our intermittent perception of the gift: “What is given is a continuation :alnd
exemplification of what God is and does at all times, the giving that is a constant with God but
only periodically and inadequately perceived by those to whom God gives.” Webb, TGG, 97.

 Refer to Webb, TGG, 67-81; also refer to TGG, 54, 124, 149.
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character of the gift towards that of a transaction.” Now, even if something is
given out of gratitude, it is still 2 giving which is closer to transacting than gifting,
for gratefulness is thankfulness-for-something or appreciation-of-something,.
Despite first impressions, gratitude is caught up in circularity; of coutse,
compensation is more readily identifiable as economic and is more heavily
economic than gratitude. I stress, however, that exchange economy is not therefore
derided: what is emphasized is the way in which circularity plays with that which is
supposed to exceed circularity—the gift.

What is also interesting to note about this passage (and the text in general) is

the vocabulary of degree or moderation which is employed: Schmitz seems to -

acknowledge the complexity of thinking about the gift, and, accordingly, etnploys
language which reflects gifting’s elusiveness for thought. Two examples suffice.
First, a gift given out of gratitude is “caught in the temper [spirit] of the gift™: the
gift is marked by giftness but may not be pure gift. Second, a compensatoty gift
“falls away from the character of the gift”: a gift thoroughly marked by commerce
may also retain a mark of gifiness. As well as utilizing expressions like “caught in the
temper” and “falls away from,” Schmitz employs terms or phrases like “approach,”

»

“more ot less,” “realize the fullest possibility of the gift,” “on the other hand,”
“nevertheless,” and so on.” The significance of the employment of this kind of
vocabulary becomes appatent during my analysis of Derrida’s terminology in “On
the Gift” (§ 3.2.3), but one may already note that the paradox of the gift
necessitates the utilization of a vocabulary that attempts to .engagc its tension or
play.©

Another feature of the gift enunciated by Schmitz is reciprocation, not in

terms of a reciptocal gift but “the completion of the gift being given™: the gift must

38 Schmitz, TGC, 45.

¥ For instances of the first three terms and phrases, refcf to TGC, 46; for “on the other hand,”
refer to, e.g., TGC, 50; for “nevertheless,” e.g., TGC, 50.

% «“On the Gift: A Discussion between Jacques Derrida and Jean-Luc Marion, Moderated by
Richard Kearney,” in Caputo and Scanlon, GGP, 54-78, [heteafter Derrida and Marion, OG].
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not only be offered but also received." The author utilizes the word “receptivity”
and this term has less of an economic element to it than does the wotd
“reciprocity.” He explains that receptivity ptecedes reciprocity.”” Schmitz argues for
an active agential receptivity, with all the hallmarks of the classic andro-
anthropocentrism which is disavowed elsewhere in the book: “The wax undesrgoes
the imprint of the mold and may be said to ‘teceive’ it; but such passivity is
especially characteristic of physical matter. A truly human mode of receptivity calls for
the recipient to rally his [sic] human tesoutces in order to make a good reception.”

In the following chapters, the question of passivity is raised in relation to the
ways in which the gift precedes human subjectivity. But the question of subjectivity
cannot be dismissed: a prior passivity does not eatail the erasure of agency: after all,
recognition of the gift is one of its two basic elements. While all things of creation
may be gifts to themselves and each other, perhaps only humans have the ability to
petceive the giftness in/of pragmata—albeit all too rarely.* Of course, as I noted in‘

my Introduction, the hermeneutical capacity to identify the gift is not meant to be

misanderstood as a reason for privileging huinan beings amongst other beings.

2.2.2 Webb On Squandering And Gratitude

Unlike Schmitz’s text, Webb’s The Gifting God comes after the Detridean
aporetics of gifting: Webb therefore has the hindsight to negotiate the insights of
Given Time. He accepts the Dertidean insistence on the linear and circular—and
therefore aporetic—nature of gifting.” Furthermore, Webb seems to welcome the

in/stability it delivers: “under the influence of deconstructive thought, I see gift

# Schmitz, TGC, 47.

* Schmitz, TGC, 125, 130.
" Schmitz, TGC, 47. On Schmitz’s crtique of anthropocentdsm, refer to TGC, 34.

* Webb observes our intermittent perception of the gift: “What is given is a continuation and
excmplification of what God is and does at all times, the giving that is a constant with God but
only pericdically and inadequately perceived by those to whom God gives.” Webb, TGG, 97.

* Refer to Webb, TGG, 67-81; also refer to TGG, 54, 124, 149.
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giving as both ordering and disordering reality in unexpected and unsettling
ways.”* Moreover, the author of The Gifting God attempts to order and disorder
Derrida’s own aporetics of gifting by disrupting and developing it in a theological
direction. Webb departs from Derrida, nevertheless remaining aware of the
contradictory natute of the gift. In other words, Webb attempts to remain faithful
to the gift’s apoteticity, but nevertheless seeks to exceed it. In this section, I

ptimatily examine Webb’s reflections on squandering and gratitude.

Since Webb is an author keenly aware of the gift-aporia, its negotiation lies at -

the heart of his meditation: “The question is whether giving can embody elements
of both excess and exchange at the same time.” Hence, The Gifting God deals
expressly with the problem of the roles of excess (or squandering) and exchange (or
grattude).® Webb’s desire for syncresis is reinforced in the programmatic
statement: “My goal is to show how, in our modem period, these two approaches
to giving, excess (or squandering) and exchange (or reciprocity), have become
increasingly polarized . . .»* In other words, theorizations of gifting have tended to
emphasize either gratuity or circularity. This evaluvation evokes a number of
responses.

To begin with, the present retracing indicates that this polatization is not
testricted to modern philosophy: historically, theology has tended to figure the gift
according to either one of its two competing aspects. Indecd, the Bible itself casts
the gift in extraordinarily contrasting terms—-from the gift-bribe to the grace-gift.
And so, the polarization of the gift’s excess and exchange is not a particularly
modern phenomenon. Of cowse, while any ang-/ysis (loosening up) of the gift
would necessarily distinguish its two basic aspects, what seems to be required is a

recognition and exposition of both. And these eclements should not be

6 Webb, TGG, 124.
" Webb, TGG. 9. Whenever Webb utilizes the term “giving,” it typically refers to gifting.

*® \Webb often utilizes the terms “squandering” and “gratitude” to refer to the two aspects of
gift/ing.

¥ Webb adds: “in most theoretical accounts of giving, excess and exchange are cither insufficiently
distinguished or completely compartmentalized from each other . . ” TGG, 15.
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hierarchically bifurcated, for they are equally essential: they requite each other.
Otherwise, the gift would not be one.

Now, while the gift has historically been overwhelmingly figured in tetms of
one or the other of its disparate elements, Webb’s analyses of some of our most
important modern theorizations of the gift certainly reveal the act of polarization.
His criticism is most poignant when the focus turns to those thinkers who have
figured gifting in terms of gratuity or squandeting. First of all, why is “squandering”
an important concept in relation to the question of gifting? As it relates to gifting,
the OED defines “squandering” in the following way(s): “T'o spend {(money, goods,
ctc.) recklessly, prodigally, or lavishly; to expend extravagantdy, profusely, or
wastefully. . . . To spend profusely, without securing adequate retutn; to use in a
wasteful manner.” The various nuances of “squandering” are determinations of
the condition of unconditionality: the gift-giver would gift according to the modes
of recklessness, extravagance, waste, profusion, and so on. In another text, Webb
notes a reladon between the words “squandering” and “gratuitous”: the latter “can
denote the freely given as well as that which is squandered, wasted, there for no

apparent reason.”™

Hernce, squandering resists economization. Is gifting therefore
squandering? |

Webb introduces his chapter on squandering by acknowledging its theological
resonance: “Squandering is a kind of giving that denies exchange, and since

theology often portrays God as a purely excessive giver, it is important to examine

squandering . . ." Recaj]jng the above retracing, this porttayal is confirmed in the

** The wotd “prodigally” is significant: it is referenced (usually in tetms of the parable of the
prodigal) by a number of the thinkers examined in the present work, and is therefore broached in

~ the present study. It is also worth noting here some of the other OED meanings associated with the

word “squander”: “Of things: To be scattered over a comparnatively wide sutface ot area. Brought
to disintegration or dissolution. . . . To drive off in vanous directions; to cause to scatter or
disperse. . . . To roam about; to wander.”

*! Stephen H. Webb, “Nature’s Spendthrift Economy: The Extravagance of God in Pifgrim at Tinker
Creek,” in Soundings 773-4 (Fall/Wiater 1994): 429-451, 433 [hereafter Webb, NSE]; also refer to
Webb, TGG, 48.

*2 Webb, TGG, 46. 1 discuss the relation between gifting and playing in § 4.2.3, and the question of
responsibility (and its relation to indebtedness) is traversed throughout the ensuing chapters, esp. in

§3.22and § 4.2.4,
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remarks by thinkers like Tertullian and Aquinas. Webb explores the work of the
most profound thinkers of squandering, including Ralph Waldo Emerson and
Friedrich Nietzsche (and others, such as Georges Bataille.)® Webb credits Emerson
in the following way: “Emetson wants to {ree giving from guilt (from response, or
responsibility). He characterizes giving as the pleasurable and playful parodying of
paying; one act is as free as the other is compelled.” Emerson therefore expresses
squandering ot gifting according to the gratuitous aspect of gifting.

Webb also provides a thoughtful analysis of Nietzschean squandering. Brieﬂ);,
Webb cites the fact that Thus Spoke Zarathustra begins and ends with notions of
gifting (the endless gifting of the sun and the generosity of the prophet), and
obsetves the fact that “Zarathustra is almost constantly talking about giving.”* This
giving ovetflows. The gifting of Nietzsche/Zarathustra entails radical abandon or
loss, and is radically distanced from alms and sacrifice. Now, Nietzsche also
tecognizes the two economies at work in the gift. Squandering is favored from the
kind of gifting, which, as Webb phrases it, “is an economy of reserve based on
timidity, fear, and prudence.”® And so, Nietzsche’s “celebration of strong giving is
not an attempt to purify giving from the machinations of calculation and exchange”
but is “a way of turning exchange inward in order to circumvent some of the

restrictive implications of mutuality and reciprocity.”” Rather than the

" Unfortunately, an examination of the wotk of these profound thinkers of the gift lies beyond the
scope of the thesis. Refer to Ralph Waldo Emerson, Essays: First and Second Series, intro. Douglas
Crase (New York: Vintage Books, 1990); Friedsich Nietzsche, Thus Spoke Zarathustra, trans. Walter
Kaufmann (New York: The Viking Press, 1966) [hereafter Nietzsche, TSZ); On The Genealogy of
Morals and Ecce Homo, trans. Walter Kaufmann and R. ]. Hollingdale, Vintage Books ed. (New York:
Vintage Books, 1989) jhereafter Nietzsche, OGM]; Nietzsche, WP, Bataille, TAS. For secondary
texts on Nietzsche, refer to, e.g,, Rosalyn Diprose, Corporeal Generosity: On Giving With Nietzsche,
Merlan-Ponty, and Levinas (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2002); Gary Shapiro,
Aleyone: Nietzsche on Gifis, Noise, and Women (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1991).

* Webb, TGG, 56.
% Webb, TGG, 59.
* Webb, TGG, 62.
 Webb, TGG, 62.
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itresponsibility implied by the word “squandering,” this kind of gifting is
demanding—indecd, “a gift-giving virtue is the greatest virtue.”®

Despite the emphatic foregrounding of excess by the likes of Emerson and
Nietzsche, Webb rightly criticizes these thinkers insofar as their thinking of gifting
falls prey to the modernist pteoccupation and amplification of the subject’s
autonomy. Webb recognizes Emerson’s giving as too self-ish: “Giving is a form of
creation, but i.nstead of creating something other (as in the Genesis account), for
Emerson, giving creates only the self.” And Nietzsche’s self-sufficient gift-giver
resembles the deity of old who gifts or creates strictly ex #ébifo. By an incisive act of
inversion, Webb sounds the death knell for Nietzsche’s squandering Ubermensch:
“the squanderer begins to look suspiciously similar to the God whom Nietzsche
has pronounced dead.” Webb explains: “The overman [sic], like God in the
traditional theology of creation, does not so much give as create; what he gives is a
new and original act that is not responsive to a prior giving and not intended to
engender bonds of imutuality and support. Such giving must be ex nihilo, a free,
spontaneous, gratuitous event.”"'

From a theoretical perspective, Nietzschean squandering is also questionable.
Webb argues that even Nietzschean squandering suffers from the logic of a
capitalizing exchange economy: “The economics of squandering must be planned,
atranged, and managed so that power is maximized.” Finally, Nietzschean

squandering ends up being exceedingly circular; as Zarathustra himself proclaims:

“What returns, what finally, comes home to me, is my own self.”* Emersonian and

8 Nietzsche, TSZ, “On the Gift-Giving Virtue,” § 1, 74.

* Webb, TGG, 58. Marion also opposes a self-interested squandesing: “giving with abandon. . . .
should not be confused with spending wildly, which can do nothing more than serve the interests
of the spender.” BG, 86.

% Webb, TGG, 61; also refer to Wallace, FS, 60, esp. n. 59,

' \Webb, TGG, 61. As I have noted above, any simplistic version of the concept of eatio ex nibils is
biblically and ecologically problematic.

52 Webb, TGG, 64.

6 Nietzsche, TSZ, 264; in Webb, TGG, 65.
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Nietzschean squandering become entangled in the gift-aporia: these versions of
squandering ate as economical as they are excessive.

By acknowledging some of the more excessive (severe) elements of the ways
in which squandering has been theotized, does Webb thereby reject the notion of
squandering? He tempers any extreme figuring of squandering—though one may
ask whether there is any other kind—by introducing the question of gratitude into

his discourse. The authosr attentively notes gratitude’s affirmative and negative

characteristics (under the subheading “Against Gratitude™). First, Webb cites what .

are, for him, positive aspects to gratitude and some of its social expressions:

Gratitude is diffuse: it is the opportunity to recognize any external
priotity, from the debt of our birth to the aid of all those institutions
that make us what we are. . . . Gratitude thus signifies various kinds of
dependence and obligation, from bondage to praise and even worship.
It can be an aspect of a vague attitude or intense emotion, or it can be
organized in value systems, elaborate rituals, and daily, habimal

activities.®*

Note the nature of gratitude: it is a “recognition” of a prior-ity. This recogaition
marks the circularity of the gift but also its possibility: without recognition there
would be no perception of the gift. With the recognitdon of the gift its gratuity is
undone—this is its very aporia. But the circularity of the gift is starkly expressed in
the phrase “the debt of our birth™: the recognition of our birth-as-gift is marked by
indebtedness. Note, too, the reference to religious indebtedness: “dependence and
obligation, from bondage to praise and even worship.” Religion binds: the religious
are indebted to the divine. Webb also cites various modes of gratitude: from “a
vague attitude or intense emotion” to *“‘value systems, elaborate rituals, and daily,
habitual activities.” |

Having described gratitude in the logic and language of exchange, Webb also

offers an argument that attempts to indicate 2 somewhat anfi-circular dimension to

© Webb, TGG, 49; also refer to Webb, 46.
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gratitude: “Gratitude is a substitute for the countergift, the promise of a return that
would not be a return, that is, the promise of further, commensurate gifts. . . . [T}t
[gratitude] vows future action based on imagination and reflection, not automatic
equivalence.”® Does gratitude in fact exceed pure and simple exchange? First, note
the phrase “Grattude is a substitute for the countergift™: what is substitution if not a
form of exchange? To substitute is to exchange (or vice versa).* Furthermore, even
though gratitade may be deemed a “poor” or “inadequate™ return, it is nevertheless
a return: equivalency needn’t be a condition for transaction. (Certainly, the logic of
capitalism does not require “equivalence”—on the contrary, it thtives on swplus)
The circular nature of gratitude is admitted by Webb himself: gratitude is a
substitute or exchange for that most obvious object of perfect reciprocity, the
countergift.

The most fascinating part of the above-quoted statement, however, has to do
with the notion that gratitude or indebtedness is a return-without-return because it
is mediated by time (it is futural, non-automatic). A similar argument is provided by
John Milbank in the essay “Can a Gift Be Given?”¥ However, as Horner
convincingly exphins, delay only deiays the circularity of gifting without effacing
it As is the case with incommensurability, delay does of distupt exchange
economy. Horner succinctly sums up the convincing case against unequal trade and
temporal delay as measures to inferrupt the cconomization of gifting: “The

incorporation of the elements of difference and delay do not solve this problem. If

% Webb, TGG, 51; also refer to TGG, 93.

8 According to the Bhomsbury Thesaurus, “exchange” and “substtution” are synonymous; Bloosmsbury
Thesaurns, ed. John Daintith and others (London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 1993), 323-324.

% John Milbank, “Can a Gift Be Given? Prolegomena to a Future Trnitarian Metaphysic,” in
Rethinking Metaphysics, ed. L. Gregory Jones and Stephen E. Fowl (Oxford: Blaclkwell, 1995), 119-
161 fhereafter Milbank, CGG].

% Homer, TGG, 17-18, 125, 193, Also refer to Derrida, GT, 38f, where he discusses the notion of
delay in Mauss’s wotk.
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the gift returns in a different measure or kind or after some delay, it still undoes
itself, for it can always be the result of a need for a certain circularity . .

Gratitude does not undo that which undoes the gift, for gratitude itself
undoes it. Webb is aware of this aporia: while having figured the possibility that
gratitude resists economization, he nevertheless acknowledges its problematic
natute: “Gratitude is a kind of expected gifi, something that earns credit when
adequately supplied, which raises all sorts of puzzles. The question immediately
arises whether gratitude should be expressed at all”” Now, gratitude may certainly
be understood as a countetgift: it is given when a gift is received. In our everyday
gifting, gratitude usually seems to be anticipated, so Webb is correct in asserting
that gratitude may be “a kind of expected gift.”

Gratitude therefore marks gifting with exchange—herein lies the conundrum
of the gift. In the context of its perplexing nature, Webb offers the ostensibly
perplexing possibility: “whether gratitude should be expressed at all.” This question
may be generalized: which responses, if any, show/d be expressed? Which leads to a
further question that will only be presented (rather than engaged) at this stage:

which responses, if any, would be ecw/ogical?

2.2.3 Webb On Divine And Human Gifting

What is the relation between Webb’s theology and his recognition of the

paradoxical nature of gifting? Webb is keen to preserve the paradoxical elements of

»il

giftng, even though such a task “can be extremely difficult.”” Webb notes the

theologically subversive—as well as conservative—effect of thinking gifting: “Gift

* Hotner, RGG, 17-18. Horner cautiously acknowledges th~t “there is something to be said for
[Milbank’s] argument™ and that she finds his pragmatism “appealing.” However, according to
Horner, Milbank’s affirmation of gift-exchange “forces us to maintain an inherent contradiction in
the word “gift’ . . »

7 Webb, TGG, 52. Elsewhere, Webb claims that “Gratitude is 2 static notion, an uneasy tesponse
to a giving that should not ot cannot be returned or passed along.” TGG, 92.

" \Webb, TGG, 31; also refer to TGG, 30, 49, 71, 148.
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giving provides an important perspective to challenge the classical model of theism
because it both continues and undermines many aspects of the traditional pairing of
the divine gratuity and our gratitude.”"

So how does Webb attempt to overcome the persistent bias towards one or
the other element of gifting? He intends to maintain the tension by applying a
nuanced trinitarian framework: “Excess and exchange need to be conceived, in a
Chalcedonian manner, as separate and yet one, different and coheting aspects of
one dynamic, threefold process.”” Webb’s Chalcedonian theology tethinks gifting
in terms of the three personse of the Trinitarian God. First, by determining the fitst
Person of the Trinity as Giver, Webb emphasizes that gifting precedes what-is. The
author exptesses it statkly: God “creates our giving.”™ Immemorial expenditure
inspires and accommodates corporeal gratuity and return: “Only a giving that
begins with an original and abundant gift and aims at a community of mutual givers
can be both extravagant and reciprocal.”” There is no doubt that this sentiment
could be developed eco/theo/logically: divine gifting aims at a “community of
mutual givers” that includes other-than-human givers. God gifts to all of creation
so that all of creation may gift to each other.

However, a number of problems immediately arise in the context of the
present apotetics. Fitst, the notion that God “creates our giving” may be linked to
the idea of creation ex nibile: God creates every-thing, including gift/ing itself. This
possibility risks marginalizing the possibility of co-creation, and co-creativity
problematizes the notion of a prior giving that gifts corporeal gifting. Second,
immemorial gifting “aims at” (Webb’s phtase) something else, that is, the
continuation of the process of gifting: there is an aim, an intention.”® While

intention is a necessary element of gifting (as Derrida acknowledges), divine gifting

2 Webb, TGG, $8.

 Webb, TGG, 139.

™ Webb, TGG, 140.

™ Webb, TGG, 9.

7 Schmitz also proposes a purposiveness to divine creativity; TGC, 19.
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is here figured according to exchange, even though the aim is a noble one
(creaturely gifting). Divine gratuity becomes purposeful: can such gratuity remain
gratuitous?

Third, divine prior-ity opens up the possibility of indebtedness, and this
sentiment is offered by Webb himself: “The theological circle of giving—the
church, inasmuch as it condnues and galvanizes God’s giving——is, in principle,
unlimited and open. To enter into this circle is to acknowledge a debt that takes the
form of a prior giving that catties one forward into more giving”” This passage is
obviously marked by the logic of exchange, even though Webb qualifies this
mercantilism by stating that the circle is “unlimited and open”—like a spiral.
Nonetheless, this passage confirms the element of exchange in gifting. The question
of debt is raised throughout The Gififng God. Early on in the text, Webb announces
that one of the tasks of theology is “to awaken us to a greater magnitude of debt, a
more original and amazing donation, and hence 2 higher order of gratiude.”™
Webb calculates our religious atrears at the end of the text: “Christians are in debt
not just to God . . .”"

To be sure, Webb oscillates between an emphasis on gratitnde or
indebtedness and excess, In the previous section, I discussed Webb’s convincing
critique of human squandering. Webb nevertheless encourages squandering, basing
out gifting on divine squandering; he urges: “I argue that God wants us to give
excessively, beyond the requirements of utility, because that is the nature of giving,
and this giving is what God needs and desires in order to be all that God can be.®
This sentiment is attractive in its articulation of 2 desirous deity (undoubtedly closer
to the passionate God of the Bible than philosophy’s unmoved Mover), as well as
finding 4 place for excessive giving. The only problem with this statement is that

our gifting would be goal-driven: we should squander because God needs it.

" \Webb, TGG, 46.
" Webb, TGG, 5.
™ Webb, TGG, 147.
% Webb, TGG, 87.
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Webb’s theology of squandeting becomes entangled further on in the text: on
one page, Webb determines that “God’s gifting is not random or reckless . . .” and
yet, one page later, God does indeed perform “reckless giving.”™ Webb’s text
oscillates—in spite of itself. The author’s stress on divine squandering paradoxically
generates a theology of indebtedness. Webb certainly recognizes that Christian
gifring does not escape exchange economy. He acknowledges: “Being a Christian
means being implicated in a kind of economy, a structure of demands and

2R2

benefits—a covenant.”™ Webb seems to come full circle: on the one hand,
Christians ate supposed to emulate divine squandering; on the other hand,
Christian gift-givers participate in a covenant—an exchange economy. While
attempting to figute Christian gift/ing in terms of excess, Webb ends up
emphasizing its circularity.

Turning to the second person of the Trinity, Webb notes how the Christ-gift
may be the paradigmatic act of gifting: “Jesus’ death has come to signify the
ultimate act of giving. Giving is a kind of relinquishing or undoing that prepares us
for death, a letting go or giving up that enables us to give in to our finitude with
hope and courage. Evety gift is both a death and z rebirth, simultaneously the loss
and return of the self.”® Webb prudently incorporates both aspects of gifting (loss
and return) in his gift-christology. The messianic sacrifice oscillates between excess
and exchange: “Although the cross connects giving to losing, it does not suggest
that [Christan] squandering. is a fruitless self-denial aimed at some otherworldly
reward. . . . [W]e give because we already have been given too much. . . . Jesus
Christ reveals both the futility and the fecundity of the gift.”* Of coutse, one may

argue that Webb leans towards exchange when he states: “We give becanse we

already have been given too much™: there is a reason behind gifting—even though

3 Webb, TGG, 140, 141.
2 Webb, TGG, 127.
% Webb, TGG, 143.
¥ Webb, TGG, 144.
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this reason is excess itself. After all, gratuitous gifting, by definition, needs no
teason.

Webb also correlates the Holy Spirit with gift/ing. The third person of the
Trinity denotes the dynamism of the gift: “Our giving is not governed by the logic
of compensation and reasn but by the desire to follow the essential dynamic of all
gifts, which is 7o return thew1 to their origin, in God, by giving them to others.™ Once
again, circularity marks this aspect of the trinitarian model of gifting: even when

isseminated according to the logic of a divine economy, gifts nevertheless are
figused in terms of retuin and origin.

What is the crux of Webb’s trinitarian theology? He himself declares: “I want
to argue that divine pift giving is both excessive and reciprocal, or rather, it is
reciprocal precisely because it is excessive. . . . My governing insight, then, is the
following: divine exress begels reciprocity. Without excess, reciprocity becomes
calculation, bactering, exchange; without teciprocity, excess becomes irrelevant,
anarchic, and wasteful”™ Webb correctly identifies and maintains the inherent
tension in gifting.” However, does his insight clarify the apotia, or does it intensify

it? After all, how and why should excess beget reciprocity? One would expect that

excess, by definition, would seek nothing, ask for nothing. Webb concedes that the
purportedly divine logic in which “God receives in order to give again” is a
“strange economy” and that this “giving by returning” does “defy our desires and
expectations.””® Now, one may expect the unexpected from divinity, but do not
these statements acknowledge the fact that any thinking of divine gifting
obscures—rather than dariffes—our thinking of corpoteal gifting? In other words, it
seems Webb’s text conceals more than it reveals, At the very least, Webb’s theology
of gifting seems to magnify the aporeticity of gifting—whether human or divine.

Of course, magnifying the gift-aporia is certainly not a bad thing.

8 Webb, TGG, 93; emphasis added.

86 Webb, TGG, 90.

87 \Webb also affirms the teasion in gifting in NSE, esp. 431-432,
8 Webb, TGG, 93.
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One also confronts the problem of analogy in The Gifiing God. Early on in the

text, Webb instructs: “God’s giving must be cozrelated to our own practices of

exchange and reciprocity, yet this correlation cannot be strict or exact.™ This
statement correctly reflects theological kataphaticism (positive predication,
correlation) and apophaticism (negativity, distance). And yet, this moderate position
masks a number of problems, Fitst, a tadical apophaticism opens up the possibility
that there may be no correlation between divine and human gifting. If this is the
case, then divine gifting would not be “correlated to our own practices of exchange
and reciprocity.” After all, divine gifting may be neither unilateral not reciprocal—
as unthinkable ot indescribable as this third way would be. Any cotrelation (even a
lax one) presupposes an ability to comprehend divine gift/ing. Perhaps deities gift
like we do—but pethaps not: any possible correlation must therefore be marked by
undecidalility.

Of course, I do not suggest that the possibility of correlation should be.
rejected outright: such a rejection would deny the possibility and undecidability of
correlationality, and would concede too much to apophaticism, especially if one has
faith in a biblical God who calls forth divinely-imaged beings. One should therefore
oscillate between kataphasis and apophasis. Accordingly, there is a certain
legitimacy in attempting to pursue, as Webb does, a theology of gifting whose
insights may be transposed to worldly gifting. But despite the fact that Webb
acknowledges the inability for a consistently coherent account of gifting, he
nevertheless stresses: “Being clear about how God gives is of the utmost
importance.”™ This aim is stipulated in a chapter ambitiously titled “How Gifting
Works.” The need for clarity runs contrary to Webb’s recognition of the perplexity

of this question: he now proposes that darify may be achieved when considering

¥ Webb, TGG, 11.

X \Webb, TGG, 139. Elsewhere, Webb declates: “We need to know how giving—propetly
understood and practiced as that which precedes that which is and thus who we ate—can free us
from the obsessive desire to secure and save our existence at the cost of others, to own ourselves

before we give, to place our own being before God's giving. Tn other words, we still need to know
what giving does, or how giving works. Webb, TGG, 133.
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divine gifing—a gifting which, when related to the grace-gift, is, according to Paul,
“indescribable.” A few pages later, Webb recognizes the ultimate elusiveness of the
question of the gift: “A desire for the other overfunded by the reckless giving of
the Ultimate Other is a point worth trying to make, even as that very point
unmakes and confounds all of our attempts to grasp what we can never reach and
to speak what we can never know.” Rathet than working out how the gift works,

Webb—and all of us~—end up being worked or played ourselves by the gift-aporia.

2.2.4 Marion On The Gift And The Prodigal

A third and ostensibly most important Christian thinker of the gift is Marion:
he has engaged with the question of the gift for many years. He has negotiated this
question on two fronts, theological and phenomenological. Webb appraises
Mation’s theological deployment of the figure of the gift: “Jean-Luc Marion has
rost consistently pursued the possibility of defining God in terms of giving (the
Christian notion of charity and agape) rather than Being (the most general
metaphysical idea and thus the foundation of philcsophy).”™ In the present
subsection, I examine his theological recourses to the gift as they occur in his books
The 1del and Distance and God Without Being (§ 2.2.4). The subsequent subsection
discusses Webb’s critique of Marion’s theological treatment of the gift (§ 2.2.5),
while I devote the fitst section of the next chapter to Mation’s radical philosophical
figuration of the gift (§ 3.1).

Now, Marion’s preoccupation with the gift is evidenced in early theological
works, including The Ido/ and Distance and God Without Being. The Idol and Distance is
composed of a series of meditations on the notion of “distanice™; the “undefinable”
divide between the divine and the human, in which “alterity alone allows

communion” and wherein “incommensurability alone makes intimacy possible

1 \Webb, TGG, 141,
"2 \Webb, TGG, 129.
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. The word “gift” is recalled repeatedly in the second half of the book, but the
author does not offer a detailed account of how this concept and phenomenon is
figured in the context of a reflection on distance.

Nonetheless, The Ido/ and Distance verifies the tension in the gift between
gratuity and exchange. On the one hand, the quality of gramity and excess is
associated with gifting. Marion proposes: “proximity pethaps is not to be seized
like 2 good to be stored away, but to be received, like a gift in which distance
remains irreducible just as much as presence there delivers itself without return.”
Abandon and gift are two movements of distance.® Kemosss (self-emptying) is
“unconditional gift.””**

On the other hand, Marion emphasizes the circularity of the gift. He refers to
“the circulation of the gift . . .’ While moving away from an explicitly economic
gift (“investment, “dispossession”), Mation nevertheless inscribes return in the gift:
“Alone among the gods, the Chuist experiences his divinity less as an investment or
2 dispossession [a very economical kind of gift] than as the freedom of a gift reeived
Jrom the Father and returned.”” With regard to the scriptural gift, Marion insists: “the
logia [the Bible] should actually be received as gifts. And therefore be returned to
the giver.”” Apparently, the gift of The Icon and Distance swings between the two
polarities of un/conditionality.

The basic aim of God Without Being is “To think God without any conditions

. 7% The book brilliantly exposes and humbles the human pretension to

% Jean-Luc Marion, The Ido/ and Distance: Five Studies, trans. and intro. Thomas A. Cadson (New
York: Fordham University Press, 2001} 199 [hereafter Marion, D). (Originally published as Lido%
¢l la distance. Paris: Editions Bernard Grasset, 1977.)

” Mation, ID, 104.

% Mation, ID, 113.

% Marion, ID, 215.

*" Marion, ID, 166.

% Marion, ID, 109; emphasis added.
¥ Marion, ID, 180.

"% Mation, GW'B, 45.
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conceptually mastering God via recourse to Being, This book also offers a
somewhat clearer picture of the ways in which Marion thinks the gift. His refiection
on the parable of the prodigal son (Lk 15.12-32) crosses this question in all its
perplexity.'™ The word “gift” is repeatedly brougbt into play—fifteen times in the
most significant passage.'™

Marion argues that the younger son already had access to his father’s goods:
“The son, in the role of heir . . . already had the use and enjoyment of them
[“goods” or “property”].”'™ But was this really the case? Mation concedes that
“this enjoyment did not strictly coincide with possession, nor this usage with
disposability: between one and the other term intetvened an irreducible authority,
the father.” Evidently, a condition imposes itself over these goods: the authority of
the father. A question immediately comes to mind: should the gift come with
strings attached? When a gift-giver gifts some thing to an other, should the former
retain an “itreducible authority” over the gift? Certainly, these kinds of questions
would be answered in the negative when confronted with the thought of the pure
or perfect gift: the gift would be gift-ed without condition, without retention of
authority.

Mation’s conceptualization of the gift as conditional becomes more acute as
his contemplation proceeds. Now, while the father’s giving was given with
generosity (the father gives immediately and without discussion), the son
nevertheless wants to possess his share, but not to “owe that share of onsiz . . .”

Marion goes on:

He [the son] asks to possess it (his ousiz or share of the goods], dispose
of it, enjoy it without passing through the gift and the reception of the
gift. The son wants to owe nothing to his father, and above all not to

Y The prmary aim of Marion’s contemplation of the parable is to destabilize and exceed the

ontological diffetence (Being/beings) by recourse to the gift, rather than a sustained contemplation
on the gift per se.

"2 Marion, GIWB, 97-98.

'® Marion; GWB, 97; until stated otherwise, the subsequent citations are drawn from this page.

80

The Gifts Of Scripture And Theology

owe him a gift; he asks to have a father no longer—the ousiz without
the father ot the gift. The owsia becomes the full possession of the son
only to the extent that it is fully dispossessed of the father:
dispossession of the father, annulment of the gift, this is what
possession of ensta implies. . . . [T]he possession that censures the gift
integrates within itself, indissolubly, the waste of the gift . . ™"

This passage elicits a number of responses. First, Mation’s recurting employment
of the word “owe” heightens the economic tone of Marion’s discourse in relation
to the gift. But must the gift be owed? One assumes that the gift is perhaps one of
the few things in life that should #of be owed: by definition, the gift would be that
which is 707 owed but rather given gratuitously and without condition. For the gift
to remain freely given, the language of exchange should be excluded-—as the
Derridean thinking of gifting starkly reveals. It seems Marion’s text exemplifies the
gift’s entanglement with economics. And so, one must ponder: if we owe the
father/mother/other, can we stll call what we are given @ gii? Doesn’t the gratuity
of the gift entail cutting the tes that bind? Can one enjoy a gift but stll feel
indebted? In the above passage, Marion seetns to want to hold onto a familial
debt.'®

Furthermore, does Marion’s theological text subscribe here to the notion that
we “creatures” owe a gift-giver for the gift-of-creation? Tumning this question on its
head: does the gift-giver (if there is any) want to be owed? Once again (and |
paradoxically), the question of debt arises. Briefly (for I return to this question in
the following chapters), one may turn to the thoughts offered by Horner: she
professes (in response to the argument by John Milbank (cited in § 2.2.2) who
stresses the circu]é.tity of gifting): “But I cannot believe in a God who obliges my

belief, and similarly, 2 God who constantly places me in debt seems not particulasly

104 Madon, GWB, 97-98. It is important to recognize the fact that the word “annulment™ does not
necessarily or primarily mean destruction; refer to GIWB, 95. The sense of annulment as an wndoing
seems to transpose itself to a Dertidean treatment of the gift, for Derida does not simply seek to
deitroy the possibility of gifting.

' For Mark C.°T: aylor, the “prodigal neither returns nor demands a return.”” Er, 159,
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loving.”® In the conclusion to the meticulously argued Rethinking God as Gifs,

Horner pronounces: “if there is any good news, then the good news is that we owe

God nothing, that God’s (is) a gift that is really free , . ' While Marion’s above-
quoted text is figured in mercantite language, and signals a divine exchange
economy (that is, creaturely daughters and sons somehow owe “the f/Father”),
Horner (following Dertida) moves away from the debt-ridden mode of gifting and
religiosity towards a debt-free (or at least freer) receptvity.

Another impottant response elicited by the above-quoted passage is the
question of squandering, signaled here by the names of “dispossession,” “waste,”
“expenditure,” and “dissipation.”® I re-cite the way in which the transaction is

framed by Matrion: “dispossession of the father, annulment of the gift, this is what

possession of owsia implies. . . . [TThe possession that censures the gift integrates

within itself, indissolubly, the waste of the gift . . . Marion adds:

Henceforth orphan of the paternal gift, onsia finds itself possessed in
the mode of dissipation. . . . Landed property, now without ground,
becomes liquid money. . . . The reason for the concrete dissipation of
onsiz 1s found in a first and fundamental dissipation: the transformation
of the owsia into liquid (money), which itself results from the
abandonment of the paternal gift as place, meaning, and legitimacy of
the enjoyment of the onsia.

Following an economic reading of the gift, this passage makes sense: there is a
feeling here of losing the gift, of having the gift abandoned, as its liquidity slips

[ 43

through our fingers. There is a sense here of losing the gift’s “place, meaning, and
legitimacy.” But has the gift 2 “place,” a “meaning,” and a “legitimacy”? On the
way to approaching this kind of question (an approach in which the place of the

gift may also account for its logic and legitimacy), it is fascinating to note Marion’s

% Hormer, RGG, 17.
Y7 Horner, RGG, 247.

8 Marion, GWB; 98; until stated otherwise, the subsequent citations are drawn from this page.
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remark that the gift’s “disperscd dissipation” occurs in a “great ‘region,’ or rather
kbéra, an empty and undetermined space, where meaning even more than food, has
disappeared.” Why is the identification of the &bdra fascinating? According to a
Detridean aporetics of gifting, &bdra is precisely the non-place where gifting may take
place: the gift is “atopical”—without location and therefore “the extraordinary, the
unusual, the strange, the extravagant, the absurd, the mad.”""” There even seems to
be a certain equivalence—or, mote cautiously: a certain relation—between the gift
and &béra, for Dertida proposes that the gift “sets off its {the circle’s] motion” and

that—perhaps hyperbolically-speaking—the gift is a kind of “first mover of the

Cier'.‘. 1110

In quasi-Derridean terms, quasi-transcendental &bdra “gifts” or
possibilizes both gifting and the circularity that undoes it.'"

If kbdra gifts gifting—or, more accurately: possibilizes it—then does gifting
thereby have a meaning and a legitimacy? To answer this question satisfactorily, one
would have to explore and follow the variety of meanings inscribed by complex.
terms like “meaning” and “legitimacy.” However, as I noted above, a Derridean
gift-aporetics indicates and highlights why the gift resists rationalization, why the
two values of gift and exchange are a “visible contradicton,” why the gift entails
immoderation, and why the gift exceeds justification, compensation, guarantee,
calculation, and profit. According to the gift’s excess, the gift would, by definition,
exceed meaning and legitimation.

And so, according to this “logic” of gifting, one may surmise that Derrida
would affirm that which Marion states mnegatively, critically: “orphan,”
“abandonment,” “dispossession,” “dissipation,” etc., may be a “proper” glossaty
for the gift, properly figuring the inappropriate figure of the gift. The atopical and
mad character of the gift should be affirmed. One is thereby left with a paralyzing
dilemma: should the gift be abandoned, or should it be retutned? Does the gift

" Derrida, GT, 35.

"% Refer to Horner’s commentary on this intriguing passage—intriguing precisely because Detrida
refers to a “first mover”—in RGG, 189-190,

m Dernda, GT, 35; also refer to Derrida’s comments in Derrida and Marion, OG, 73. Horner

writes about a “&hdral gift,” RGG, 237.
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have a place (identification) ot a non-place (&hdra)? Is it “legitimate” (calculated,

owed) or “illegitimate” (orphaned, dispossessed)?

2.2.5 Webb On Marion’s Excess

As a part of his reflection on the gift, Webb engages with Mation’s treatment
of this question. Having praised Marion’s emphasis on the gift’s transgression of

being, Webb nevertheless observes:

In his rush to contrast giving [gifting] and being, however, Marion is
also indifferent to the differences in giving itself. He pushes God’s
excess so far that the gift analogy is stretched out of recognizable shape
.. .. God’s giving obliterates any sign of cither a given or a receipt.
God’s giving is not a process but a singular act that defies our
understanding and resists our participation. At best, through gratitude
we can glimpse the infinite distance breached by this abundant giving,
which is totally different from anc thus unrelated to the divine excess.
Just as giving opposes being, for Marion, excess is untelated to
reciprocity. What cannot be understood can be received but not

,
returned.'?

To begin with, it is somewhat ironic that Webb criticizes Mation for his strong bias
towards excess and how this relates to the relation (or non/relation) between divine
and mortal gifting, when I have just examined the circularity in Marion’s theological
thinking of the gift. However, as I noted at the beginning of this subsection,
Marion’s theology is radical in its ambition to emphasize divine excess (distance,
otherness, difference), which does not eliminate the possibility of a more
conservative approach to the gift, as is demonstrated by Marion’s reflection on the
prodigal. |

Now, Webb’s criticism warrants a variety of responses: some validate

Marion’s stance; others confirm Webb’s concerns. First, any thinker who attends to

"2 Webb, TGG, 132.
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the limits of human thinking should be applauded—especially where the divine is
concetned. The possibility that divine gifting “defies our understanding and resists
our participation” is welcomed in an aporetics that attempts to contribute to the
resistance against excessive epistemic and technological mastery. Hence, Marion’s
insistence on distance is admirable—and Webb himself acknowledges this insight,

Second, it is difficult to reason against the position that “excess is unrelated
to reciprocity”: by definition, these two concepts are antithetical. But this is why the
gift is an aporia: its antithesis is structurally internal to it. Hence, Marion remains
rigorous in his insistence that the conditional and the unconditional remain
mutually exclusive.

Third, Webb’s vocabulary of opposition (“giving opposes being) may be
misleading: Marion seeks to differentiate the one from the other. He does not argue
that gifting is gpposed to being in any kind of polemical sense: it is prior to it; it giffs it.
It is a question of prior-ity énd difference—not opposition. Of course, Marion’s
passion for excess may be interpreted as a kind of theological “degradation” of
being, but this kind of mis/interpretation obscures Marion’s fundamental insight:
that thinking God would exceed the thinking of being.

Nevertheless, 1 share Webb’s concerns on three basic fronts: theological,
philosophical, and ecological. First, I concur with Webb that Marion’s emphasis on
difference risks erasing the possibility of amy correlation between divine and
corporeal gifting. Of course, as I noted above, the other extreme—assuming a
crude correladon—is just as problematicc. How can Marion be certain of an
absolute difference. between the two giftings? Perhaps there are shared
characteristics? The theologian should at least keep open the possibility—as
impossible as it appears to be—of similitude as well as difference. And, as Webb
notes, #f thete is a possibility of a certain cortelation, then this cotrelation discloses

possible insights in terms of praxss.'

3 Webb notes: “we need to look further for both the full range of the practical application of
God’s giving and an account of divine giving that proliferates further giving . . .* Webb, TGG, 133.
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Marion’s insistence on distance opens onto a mote vexing philosophical
problem broached by Webb. He determines that Marion’s primary target is
ontology: “Although Mation boldly thinks through the naming of God according
to the dynamic of giving, his main concerns remain ontological. He is intent to
demonstrate the ways in which giving subverts and frustrates the mechanics of
metaphysics.”'" While Marion’s intention is unquestionably admirable (frecing
phenomena from imposed constraints), his subversion and frustration of
metaphysics seems excessive or severe in relation to the question of the gift in the
following way: the cotporeal gift is not only marked by the otherwise-than-
metaphysical (freedom, excess, gratuity) but also by the metaphysical (presence,
identification, exchange). Without the latter, the gift would not be received and
known as such.

While “the tnechanics of metaphysics” undoubtedly undoes the gift’s giftness,
the gift nevertheless requires it: phenomena that ate not received according to some
metaphysical measute would not be perceived as “gifts,” for the freely given gifts
itself to-—but also surpasses—identification. Without its metaphysical aspect
(presence, identification, exchange), the gift would not be one. While the zift may
ultimately elude or overwhelm metaphysics, it nevertheless requires a cerfain
grasping—even if held momentarily, tentatively, inadequately.

The question of the need to recognize and maintain the tension between
metaphysics and its other is broached below (§ 3.2.2); however, the following
remacks may be offered here. In a statement that concludes 2 fascinatng and
compelling—but presently somewhat irrelevant—argument identifying a rel~tion
between Marion’s stance against metaphysics and his hierarchical ecclesialism,
Webb contends: “By strenuously displacing the gift from the reach of metaphysics,
Marion ends by giving the gift over to an absolute authority that correlates giving
with a docile and humbling behoiding, not an active rerun.”'”® Now, from the

pesspective of the gift’s linearity, the inability to actively return the gift is a good

" Webb, TGG, 131-132.
S webl, TGG, 133.
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thing: the impossibility of active return ensures the maintenance of the gift’s
giftness. However, there must be some sort of return: the gift’s identifiability rests
upon it. If the gift is not retirned—even in the sense of identification or
acknowledgment—then the gift cannot be recognized as such. The gift would be
strictly imperceptible. Hence, the gift must not only be teceived but also
returned—as mad as this appeats.

Webb in fact accedes that Marion admits to a certain kind of return: “Marion
does talk about returning the gift, but only in tcrms of the discourse of praise”''
Now, praise is a recognition (and therefore return) of the gift, albeit #of as inscribed
in exchange as other responses (such as the gift-sacrifice)——that is, of course, i one
is able to think exchange according to degree. In ower words, some responses seem
to be more explicitly mercantile than others. Since praise is a kind of return, and
since Webb admits that Marion expresses praise in such terms, then the Webbian
assertion that Mation assumes reception-without-retuts: is inaccurate: the
overwhelming gift is recetved but also “returned”—ia the form of praise.

Marion’s stance against metaphysics opens onto - ecological problem,
implied in the large passage that introduces the present section. To recall, one of
the statements read: “God’s giving obliterates any sign of either a given or a
receipt.” Obviously, Webb’s vocabulary of destuction is exaggerated. However,
even though Marion’s theology of distanice is aimed at a destabilization of the
idolization of being, one is left wondering how this distancing could affirm #he ontic.
In other words, Marion’s focus on ontology (as an inadequate site for theology) and
divinity (as that which is otherwise than being/s) leaves his theology vulnerable in
terms of how it relates to orkoogy. While Marion’s thinking of divine gifting
certainly respects the difference between deity and “thatness,” how can “whatness™
be affirmed in the face of this difference? In other wotds, does Marion’s theology

yield any ecological insights? How can the matrix of beings be acknowledged and

B e R

X

16 \Webb, TGG, 184, n. 18; Webb refers to GWB, 107.
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embraced in the face of this daunting distance? In sum, how could Marion’s
theology of distance be related to a theology of what-is?

The risk of ignoring materiality in the effort to think divinity (by transgressing
a thinking of being) manifests itself in Webb’s own text. He states: “Marion helps
us understand how the gifting God differs from the God of the philosophers—
how, that is, the question of the gift needs to be disentangled from the question of
what is . . """ Masion powerfully demonstrates how the divine would, by
definition, exceed ontological circumscription. However, should the question of the
gift be disentangled from the question of what-is? If answered in the affitmative, this
disentanglement would render the ptesent eco/theo/logical aporetics careless and
futile. While Marion certainly helps us to understand the difference between
theslogy and ontotheology, the queston of receiving and responding to creation 7e-
entangles the question of the gift and what-is, for what is being posed in the present
study is the possibility of creation’s giftness.

But does this possibility entail abandoning Marion’s powerful critique of
metaphysics? Certainly not: a double movement is required. The task of Mationitic
disentanglement needs to be complemented by a task of eike/theo/logical
entanglement. As much as one should emphasize divinity’s distance from being/s,
one must nevertheless and simultancously move in the opposite—or at least
alternative—direction: if the material web of creation is gift-ed by divinity in some
sense, then there is a relation between divine giver and corporeal recipient that
interrupts any non/relation charactetized by radical distance and difference. In
other words, the traditional notion that creadon is a gift freely given by God
intetrupts the absolute distance emphasized by Marion. The creation-gift is
preciscly the question thar interminably and immemorially entangles the relation

between our selves and our giver (if thete is any).

17 Webb, TGG, 133; also refer 1o Webb, TGG, 76.
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Paralyzed By The Aporia

The preceding retracing of the word “gift” and its reflections in Christian
texts spells out a number of aspects to the question of the gift as a problem. First,
the word “gift” is, from a biblical perspective, 2 semantically saturated term. It is
registered in acts as antithetical as bribery and grace (§ 2.1.1). Second, these
divergent meanings of the gift carry over into archival theology. On those rare
moments when theologians refer to, or, even more rarely, ponder the gift itself,
they cite either of its two competing aspects, and sometimes even simultaneously
acknowledge both. However, extant archival theology does not appear to explicitly
dwell on the gift in all its aporeticity (§ 2.1.2).

Twentieth century theology produces sustained reflections on the gift.
Schmitz’s book on the creadon-gift, published before Derrida’s Given Tine,
explicitly and admirably grapples with the gift’s aporeticity. Schmitz thinks the gift’
in its sheer gratuity and in its lived experience. He employs a lexicon of modetation
to come to terms with the gift, but his thinking oscillates between pronouncing and
downplaying its two aspects (§ 2.2.1). With Webb’s post-Derridean meditation on
the gift, his insightful analysis and mediation of squandering helps illuminate the
aporia. However, Webb’s analysis of gratitude is somewhat problematic (§ 2.2.2), as
is his theology of gifting, which seems to inadvertently accentuate the gift’s
aporeticity (§ 2.2.3). Marion’s thought on the gift during his reflection on the
prodigal, in which the gift’s citcularity is emphasized, also raises questions (§ 2.2.4).
Webb’s critique of Marion’s emphasis on excess likewise demonstrates ways in
which the gift-aporia entangles thought (§ 2.2.5). In tlie course of these admirable
meditations on the gift, comes inevitable paralysis and entanglement: and this is to
be expected—and even appreciated—when one thinks and dwells in the gift-

aporia.
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3. ON THE WAY TO OSCILLATION

The Given, The Gift, And Oscillation

In the last section of the previous chapter, I engaged with the ways in which
pwentieth century theologians (Schmitz, Webb, and Mation) have figured the gift (§
2.2). I noted in my introductory remarks on Marion’s work that he also offers a
philosophical account of the gift (§ 2.2.4). This account atises out of his effort to
develop a phenomenology of givenness. With the publication of Marion’s most
important philosophical works Reduction and Givenness and Being Given, the correlated
questions of the given and the gift are worked out; Mation explains: “with Reduction
and Givenngss, the question of the gift turned out to be profoundly modified for me
by the discovery of the issue of givenness, Gegebenbett, in phenomenology . . . As
the present chapter illustrates, Marion’s modification turns out to be profound in
its radical refiguraton of the gift, for he describes a gift that is released from its
element of exchange. However, the modification is not unproblematic, particularly
with its te-inscription of the role of indebtedness in gifting (§ 3.1.1-3).

In the wake of the problems that seem to mark even Marion’s brilliant post-
metaphysical thinking of gifting, I thereby turn to an examination of the possibility
of oscillation as a possible way of thinking and receiving the gift-apoda (§ 3.2). 1
argue that, since we cannot “escape” the gift’s aporetcity, we should engage the gift

in all its aporeticity: this would mean that we do not bias one or the other elements

! Derrida and Marion, OG, 56. Refer to Reduction and Givenness: Investigations of Husserl, Heidegger, and
Phenomenology, trans. Thomas A. Cadson (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1998).
(Originally published as Réduction et donation: Reserches sur Husseri, Heidegger, et la phénoménologie. Paxis:
Presses Universitaires de France, 1989); and, Being Given: Toward a Phenomenokygy of Givenness, trans.
Jeffrey L. Kosky (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2002) [hereafter Madon, BG]. (Ordgmnally
published as Eitant donné: Essai d'une phenomenology de la donation. Pagis: Presses Universitaires de
Erance, 1957.) Also refer to the third of this triptych, In Exvess: Studies of Saturated Phenomena. trans.
Robyn Hormer and Vincent Berraud (New York: Fordham University Press, 2002). Since Marion
treats the question of the gift in Book II of Being Given, 1 focus on that text; Book II is based on the
essay “Sketch of a Phenomenological Concept of the Gift,” trans. John Conley and Danielle Poe,
Postmodern Philosophy and Christian Thought, ed. Merold Westphal (Bloomington: Indiana University
Press, 1999), 122-143 [hereafter Marion, SPCG].
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of the gift, but rather oscillate between the two aspects. Our reception of the gift
would respect and reflect the gift’s excess and exchange.

I introduce the first section of this chapter by briefly describing Schmitz’s
views on the relation between the gift and the given. I then discuss Marion’s work
according to the three clements of gifting: the recipient (§ 3.1.1), the gift-givet, and
the gift itself (§ 3.1.2). The last subsection is a broader examination of Mation’s
negotiation of the gift’s tension, where I focus on his bias against exchange, his bias

for excess, and the relation between the gift and knowledge (§ 3.1.3).

3.1 THINKING GIFTING ACCORDING TO GIVENNESS

From the vety beginning of this study, I acknowledged that this aporetics
takes a “leap of faith” by perceiving the self-evident given of creation as a gift. But
what is the nature of the relation between the given and the gift? Archival theology
rarely explicitly thinks this relation. An exception is found with Augustine; he
recognizes a semantic difference between the gift and the given: “there is a
difference in meaning between a gift and a thing that has been given. For a gift may
exist even before it is given; but it cannot be called a thing that has been given
unless it has been given.”” I take up the question of the semantic difference in due
coutse, but this much may be stated regarding Augustine’s remark: according to 2
Derridean aporetics, a gift would also have to be given (teceived, exchanged), in
order for it to be recognized as a gift. Hence, Augustine’s differentiation is
problematic insofar as it does not recognize the gift’s element of identification.

Centuries later, Schmitz offers an account of the relation between the given
and the gift in The Gjft: Creation. He examines the predominant way in which “the
given” is regirded nowadays and how it obscures the significance of perceiving
creation as a gift. Schmitz claims: “The chief obstacle to a better appreciation of the

category of the gift is a widespread current atttude towards the wotld; it is the

2 Augustine, On the Trinity, Bk. V, ch. 15/16, in PNF, on CCEL <http://www.ccel.org/s/schaff/n
pnf103/htm/iv.iviixv.htm> 1 August 2003.
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attitude that takes the world as a given faet”> He examines the phrase “given fact”
conjointly, and argues that its meaning is not obvious: “They [“given” and “fact”]
combine to form the first name we give to what we encounter. Moreover, in
scientific and learned discourse and in everyday speech as well, this initial name
proves ultimately decisive and presides over most subsequent undetstanding of the
world, so that our thought seldom breaks free from this first determination of the
things that are™

Schmitz’s point is compelling, and the fact that 1 began the study by figuring
creation as a “self-evident observation”—which amounts to the same thing as a
“given fact” or a “first determination”—testifies to the status of “the given.”
However—and without wanting to slide into a hierarchical dualism (the primacy of
the given over the gift), the present work certainly moves beyond—or, more
accurately, otherwise than—the determination of givenness. lt does not, however,
“break free”: such phrases belong to the language and logic of bondage (which
belongs to hierarchical dualism): this aporetics takes a willing leap, but it is neither
an escape from, nor a reversal of, the “first determination” of givenness. There s
no need for choosing or displacement here: thinking traverses many paths.

Now, Schmitz also detects a difference between saying that some thing is
“there” and saying it is “given”: something seems to be added with the latter term.”
He immediately introduces another coupling: the given (French: donnée; Latin:
datuni) and the gift (dor;, donum, respectively), to signal a relation between givenness
and giftness. Schmitz wants to revive this relation, after fitst retracing the way in
which this pair have become increasingly estranged. He notes how “the given” is
utilized by empiticist philosophy, the positive sciences, and technology; the “given”

indicates agreement (e.g, “given that . . .”). The given is understood as “a starting-

3 Schmitz, TGC, 34. _
* Schmitz, TGC, 35; until stated other. ise, the subsequent citations are drawn from this page.

> In a note, Schmitz refers to OED definitions of “given,” “givenness,” “grant,” “datum,” “fact,”
and “Gactum.” Schmitz, TGC, 136, n. 54. Schmitz defines givenness as “the characterization of the
evidence as given.” TGC, 38.
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point for scientific discourse” and “accepted for the sake of the use that can be
made of it.”

Schmitz explains the way in which “the given” is figured instrumentally: “The
cast of mind is towards future developments and results.” He recognizes that
scientific discourse produces a “paradoxical usage” of “given™: it excludes reference
to a giver and denotes self-completion: “An epistemology that limits itself to data
does not permit the knower to go ‘behind’ or ‘beneath’ the given in search of an
ontological cause . . . Schmitz adds: “The givenness of the given remains inviolate
in such discourse, and admits of no giver within its semantic field. . . . [T]he term
[given] enjoys a certain absolution from the conditions of explanation and
interference just because it lies prior to them as their starting-point . . .””

To be sure, this is not simply an outright criticism of the way “given” is,
today, figured by the predominant discoutses of our time, for Schmitz is willing to
tegister the positive results of the way in which these discoutses construe the
given.® Nevertheless, he explains how there is a risk that this determination may
block the passage from the given to the gift (or vice versa): “it needs to be said that
such 2 domain of discourse [the natural sciences, empirticist philosophy, technology,
etc] is not the only domain; and that such a mode of discourse closes out the more
primitive semantic atmosphere that arises before us as we reflect upon the gift
rather than upon the given.”” Schmitz’s concern is certainly justified here: the
possibility that there has been a “closing out” with the rise of modem science, and
its scientistic and materialistic excesses, would be evidenced by the incredulity that

may mark the reception of the present reflection: can every-thing really be a gift?

% Schmitz, TGC, 37.
7 Schmitz, TGC, 38.

} Schmitz recognizes the advantages of understanding the given as the starting-point: “It is
important to acknowledge the remarkable results achieved in this way in the natural sciences, and
also in some aspects of the human and social sctences.” TGC, 41.

® Schmitz, TGC, 41. At this point Schmitz makes the following remark, which is not directly
televant in terms of an aporetics of gifting, but certainly has become pertinent in the wake of
Marion’s phenomenology of givenness: “according to Hegel, nothing is simply given; everything is
the result of a seffeiving carded through from first to last by Absolute Spirt (Geis)). In this sense,
everything is se/f-given.”
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According o the issues raised by Schmitz’s discourse on this relation,
particulatly the positing of the given as a “first determination,” and the question of
an “ontological cause,” how does Marion figure this relation? Unlike Schmitz, who
writes his book as a theologian, Mation, writes Being Given as a phenomenologist:
the lattet, who is thereby released from certain credal commitments, revels in the
notion of givenness as a “first determination.” He declares: “What shows #tself first
gives itself—this is my one and only theme,” and, “To show implies letting
appearances appeat in such a way that they accomplish their own appatition, 50 as
to be received exactly as they give themselves.”'® Straightaway, one recognizes that
Marion will, contra Schmitz, suspend the question of an “ontological cause”
“pehind’ or ‘beneath’” the given. However, the issue of whether Marion privileges
the given over the gift is a more ambiguous question, and it is examined in duc
course (§ 3.2.2).

So how does Being Given describe the givenness of given things? Marion
instructs that “[g]ivenness can only appear indirectly, in the fold of the given.. o
On the face of it, his thesis seems self-evident: why shouldn’t phenomena be
described according to the manner in which they show themselves in their self-
giving? But his thinking is also radical: that which appeats has hitherto been
phenomenologically figured according to the horizons of objectness (as an object)
and beingness (as a being in its being)."”

Marion’s analysis of a painting accotding to a thinking of givenness clarifies
his project. He explains that a painting is more than the sum of its parts; nor can
the givenness of the wotk be disclosed in terms of its various functions and

values.” Another way of approaching a painting is that its being discloses

' Marion, BG, 5.

1 1 farion, BG, 39. The relation between givenness and the given is similar to the relation between
being and beingness or object and objectness: the former can only be disclosed in the latter.

12 ) farion seeks to move beyond the phenomenologies of Edmund Husserl and Heidegger, who
respectively define phenomena in terms of objectness and beingness.

1 . ‘ . . . . .
3 Horner explains: “The painting implies a painter or several painters, as well as spectators, an
intention to paint, materials used, and so forth.”” Homer, RGG, 119,
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something like beauty or truth. But Mation atgues that even this approach is
metaphysical: the work of a1t is still thought to have an end."

So what does a painting reveal, according to Marion? He can only describe
the givenness disclosed in a visible given in non-visible terms: the painting
expresses its “melody” or “effect.”'* Mation figures this indescribable melody with
some finesse: “To the ontic visibility of the painting is added as a super-visibility,
ontically indescribable—its upsurge,” or, “a coming-up, an arising . . ' He
explains: “To ditferent degrees but always, the painting (like every phenomencn)
does not show any object nor is it presented as a being; rather it accomplishes an
act—it comes forward into visibility.*"” Marion cites Cézanne: “Only the objects
that we make a habit of dealing with every day have a totally superficial effect on a
man [sic] of middling sensibility. Those by contrast that we see for the fitst time
have, unfailingly, a certain effect on us.””® (Incidentally, Cézanne’s comment,
together with‘ Mation’s phenomenological endorsement and elaboration, is‘
poignant: the present work encourages its audience to petceive phenomena
persistently as if for the first time.)

Mation’s example of a painting described according to the horizon of
givenness indicates the way in which Mation seeks to understand phenomena: he
wants to release the phenomenon (be it a painting or anything else) from the
constraints of metaphysical thinking. Marion states: “the given phenomenon always
shows itself too broadly for the scope of our gtasp,” and phenomena therefore
“slip'from the sway of cause and the status of effect.”” He also criticizes, in a way

which is implicitly or potentially ozkslogical, the hitherto prevailing climate in which

** Marion BG, 7.
'> Mation, BG, 48, 491,
'S Marion, BG, 47, 49.

17 . .
Marion, BG, 49. Exemplatry phenomena without objectness include time, life, and language.
Phenomena without beingness include death, sense and silence.

18 0y . .
Mation, BG, 50. The statement appears in Emilc Betnard and others, Conversations avec Cézanne,
ed. P. M. Dorian (Paris: Collection Macula, 1978), 107.

' Marion, BG, 158, 162.
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metaphysics has privileged “logical and mathematical phenomena” over “daily”
phenomena—-“the beings of nature, the living in general, the historical event, the
face of the Other .. 7%

So how does Mation describe gifting according to the nonmetaphysical
thinking of givenness? Mation prefaces his phenomenological description of the
gift with the following statement (which is figured as a question): “Why not
suppose that the gift . . . can, once purified of its empirical blossoming, provide at
least the outline of a noncausal, nonefficient, and finally nonmetaphysical model of
givenness?”? Hence, Martion seeks to purify the gift of causality, thereby tendeting
it the freedom to show itself as it gives itself* In other words, Mation atgues
against or beyond the everyday, metaphysical understanding of the gift (some-thing
freely given by a giver to a receiver) in which the gift, figured according to the
natural attitude, is governed by causality and the principle of sufficient reason.”

Marion allows the gift to show itself without metaphysical overlay by
bracketing or “reducing” the gift from an economic horizon to a horizon of
givenness. What is meant by “reduction” in the phenomenological sense? Setting
aside the quesdon of a thing’s existence, the reduction focuses on the
phenomenon’s appearance to consciousness. The reduction to givenness entils the
removal of economic exchange from the gift, for, as Marion contends—and
spurred on by Detrida’s reflection—exchange economy is the source of the gift’s

annulment.® This means that, by bracketing at least one of the elements of gifting

 Madon, BG, 195.
% Madon, BG, 74.

2 Mation states: “the gift only becomes itself by breaking away from the economy . . > Marion,
SPCG, 131.

# Marion explains: “the giver gives the gift in the role of efficient cause, mobilizing 2 formal and a
material cause (in order to define, reify the gift), and pursuing a final cause (the good of the givee
and/or the glory of the giver). These four causes enable givenness to satsfy the principle of
sufficient reason.” Maton, BG, 75.

24 Marion, BG, 84; SPCG, 131.
2 Marion, BG, 74f.
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(giver, tecipient, and gift), one is able to disable the metaphysical chain giver-gift-

recipient. I now turn to a description and discussion of each of these reductions.

3.1.1 Marion’s Indebted Givee

Marion begins bv bracketing the recipient (or “givee™). The inclusion of the
givee in the phenomenon of gift/ing would disquaify it on two counts. First, the
givee may become the cause of the cause, thereby refiguring the gift as an effect.
Mation argues that the gift may arise in the context of supplication ot even threat
on behalf of the givee, thereby determining the givee as the gift’s sufficient cause,
ot that the givee is denoted as the final cause, since they deserve the gift, for

26

example, as a result of their misery or deeds.™ Second, if the givee remains after the
event of the gift, then there is the inevitability that they will be involved in the cycle
of reciprocity. Echoing Derrida, Marion explains that the sheer recognition of the
gift by the givee re-inscribes’it in an exchange economy.

Hence, in order for the gift to phenomenalize, it takes place according to
what Marion calls “a law of monreturn™: “The gift, to be given, must be lost and
remain lost without return. . . . Beyond gratuity, it is a question of the pute and
simple loss involved in giving with abandon.”” This rule ensures that gift/ing
cvades causality and exchange. This rule is enacted: “one must always give at least as
if the givee never had to repay . . .”* Marion provides the example of volunteer aid:
the giver does not know thle givee, and the givee cannot repay the giver.

And so, the givee responds to the gift with a response that borders on non-
response: “There is nothing to say or do. 1 [the givee] benefit from the gift and
cannot repay it. It therefote remains for me to accept it without any more thank-

you’s.”™ Marion almost recommends sheer acceptance—but not quite: this not-

% Marion, BG, 86.
2 Marion, BG, 86.
¥ Marion, BG, 87.
* Marion, BG, 96.
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quiteness is indicated by the phrase “any more.” It implies the trace of gratitude,
for Mation does not recomumend o thank-you’s but rather #o more thank you’s. It
seems he is not willing to abandon thanking. Like the theologians that precede him,
the gift, for Marion, continues to oblige thanking. When the givee is bracketed, the
gift is unable to return to the giver. AAnd yet, the givee remains indebted, even

though this indebtedness is radicalized:

I cannot repay, for there is no longer anyone whom I could repay. . . .
[Slince he [the givee; sic] can no longer repay anything to anybody, the
givee must himself acknowledge himself as definidvely in debt,
therefore as intrinsically givee. . . . The debt will never be repaid, not for
a lack of good will or a shortage of means, but from a lack of a creditor
.« .. [T]he debt itself precedes all consciousness of it and defines its
sell. The sclf as such, the self of consciousness, receives itse)f at the
outset as a gift (given) without giver (giving). The debt gives rise to the
self such as it discovers itself already there. . . . The consciousness of
owing (oneself) to the missing giver makes the self, the debt, and the
consciousness of all these coincide. . . . The debt therefore designates
not so much an act or a situation of the self as its state and its
definition—possibly its way to be.”

This thinking of the gift admirably destabilizes the notion of the autocratic, self-
made subject: “This recognition of debt, contrary to appearances is no small
matter. At issue is what pheuomenologically and morally is the hardest ordeal: to
succeed in making an exception to the principle, ‘I don’t owe anything to
anybody.”

However, the following quesiions nevertheless present themselves: has

Mation divested the self of any degree of solvency or independence? Does this

immemorial indebtedness effectively release tbe self from the circle of causality and

3 Marion, BG, 99.

*! Marion, BG, 100-101. He repeatedly recalls and destabilizes this catch-cry of hyper-individualism;
tefer to, e.g., BG, 91, 101, 108, 115. Homer’s appraisal of Madon’s work on the question of the
subject is affirmative: “In my judgment, Marion’s analysis of subjectivity is excellent.” RGG, 83, n.
93; refer to RGG, esp. 149-152.
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debt, or does Marion’s refiguring of the giver and recipient smuggles gratitude back
into the scene of the gift by another route? Motre specifically, does Marion imply a
divine gift-giver? This last question is pursued in the next subsection; of immediate
pertinence is the fact that Marion re-introduces debt into the question of the gift.
How may one evaluate Marion’s insistence on indebtedness?

Caputo raises his concern about the return of indebtedness in Marion’s
phenomenology in his closing remarks at the end of the 1997 exchange between
Marion and Derrida at a conference entitled “Religion and Postmodernism™ at
Villanova University.”> Caputo’s objection is made all the more relevant in the

present context because the creation-gift is evoked:

I think that in Etant donné [Being Given] Mation removes the gift from
the sphere of causality but my question is whether it is removed from
debt. Do we not come into a universal indebtedness to God the giver,
even though the gift has been released from a causal economy?. . . . I
worry whethet we do not end up in debt in Marion. . . . Should anyone
end up in debt from a gift? Should we be in debt to God for the gift of
creation? If cteation is a gift, then it is not a debt but something we
affirm and celebrate.”

As I am still considering the gift-aporia per se at this stage, I defer until the next
chapter the more “specific” question (and possibility) of the divinely co/gift-ed
ereation-gift and the diverging reactions of obligation and celebration. What is of
immediate concern is the question of the legitimacy of indebtedness as an
appropriate response to the gift. Now, Caputo’s objection arises not only from the
encounter itself (to which I return in due course), but also out of an abiding
concern and passion for the gift, particularly in terms of Caputo’s insistence on the
gift’s gratuity, and lﬁs concormitant resistance towards its reduction to an indebting

exchange. A brief retracing of certain aspects of this abiding concern is sketched

3 The conference provided the impetus and most of the matesial for the volume produced by
Caputo and Scanlon, GGP.

3 Caputo in Derrida and Madon, OG, 77; emphases added.
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here for a number of interrclated reasons: it provides the textual backdrop to
Caputo’s Villanovian objection; it illuminates the Derridean discourse on the gift
and circularity; and, third, it provides a springboard to further discussions on the
recurring question of debt and return (both in the present subsection, and in
subsequent subsections).

Fitst of all, Caputo’s passion for the gift’s gratuity is spurred by a lineage of
thinkers who transgress the thought of the circle (discourse, system, ethics),
including Seren Kierkegaard and Derrida. Kietkegaard, exemplary thinker of the
singular, re-teads the amazing, disturbing story of the near-sactifice of Abraham’s
son (Gen 22), and reminds us that Abraham’s response to God transgresses the
ethical command to refrain from murder® As texis that appear almost
simultaneously, Desrida’s 1992 publication, Denner la mort (published in 1995 as The
Gift of Death), Caputo’s Against Ethics (1993) and The Prayers and Tears of Jacques
Derrida (1997) all deal with the Abrahamic saga on Mount Moriah, substantially
informed by Kierkegaard’s re-reading.® But what does that remarkable biblical
event have to do with the gift?

To begin with, these Derridean and Caputocean texts tutn on the question of
“responsibility.” Taking their cues from Kierkegaard, Derrida and Caputo stress the
way in which the call of the Other (be it God or any other other) makes a demand
which transgresses the rule or momos of the ethical community.® The event on
Mount Marizh is exemplary in this tegard: Abraham is forced to choose between
the divine command and the proscription of murder. Caputo explains why this

particular event exemplifies a gifting beyond exchange (discourse, regulation,

¥ Soten Kietkegaard, Kierkogaard’s Works, vol. 6, “Fear and Trembling” and ‘Repetition,” tzans. and ed.
Howard V. Hong and Edna H. Hong (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1983).

¥ Refer to PTJD, 357, n. 20. Against Ethics: Contribwtions to a Poetics of Obligation with Constant Reference
to Deconstruction (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1993) [hercafter Caputo, AE]. Jacques
Dertida, The Gift of Death, trans. David Wills (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995) fhereafter
Dertida, GD). (Onginally published as “Donner la mort” in L'éthique du don, Jacques Derrida et la pensée
du don, ed. Jean-Michel Rabaté and Michael Wetzel [Pasis: Transition, 1992].)

3 The pivotal icrm Caputo utilizes in his text is “obligation.” Since this term may be coafused with
“duty,” I relrain from using it in the following exposition. Like Derrda, Caputo also utilizes the
term “responsibility” in an affirmative sense; refer to 4E, e.g., 66-68.
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justification): Abraham silently and secretly transgresses the ethical order in his
obligation or respanse to the Other. Abraham is willing to give up what he loves.
According to the text, Abraham’s gift approaches a pure gift insofar as nothing is to
be retutned; Abraham does not expect a return. In this decisive moment of
responding to God, Caputo proclaims that “Abraham tore reason and the circle of
time to shreds™ Of course, the ever-thoughtful Caputo acknowledges the
possibility of some kind of coetcive commetce at work in Abraham’s decision (fear,
machismo, etc.).”® Bracketing this disruptive possibility, the near-sactifice on Mount
Motiah thereby approximates the exemplaty gift in its rupture from the circle of
reason-giving ethics.

And so, a link is identified between the gift and responsibility. Caputo defines
responsibility in its relation to the religious: “The religious is the responsibility of
the subject to the wholly other [foxs anire], which is precisely what Levinas calls the
‘ethical’ Derrida’s difference with Levinas, his Kierkegaardianism, lies in his.
willingness to sacrifice ‘ethics,” both the word and the concept, which for Derrida
and Kierkegaard (and Heidegger)-——means the calwlability of obligation . . " The
scope of responsibility is expanded beyond the domain of the religious: As Caputo
explains: “|T]here is no assured and rigorous concept of responsibility, no rigorous
formula, to regulate our lives in ethics, politics, or international diplomacy.”*® We
respond responsibly to each Other in its singularity without recourse to stringent
regulations.

Kietkegaard’s Fear and Trembling discloses a second instance of gifting: it
alludes to Matthew 6 (giving alms in secret) at the end of that book, which

* Caputo, PTJD, 188.

8 Caputo explains: “After all, even Abmham’s sacrifice~is this not what deconstruction shows,
even though Derrida, out of filial respect, does not bring it upP—is not absolutely safe, absolutely
removed, absolutely safeguarded from hidden, subtetranean, unconscious, unwanted, unwilled
motivations that would tum it into the reverse of what it means to be (w#/oir)? Maybe Abraham is
just frightened. . .. Maybe Abraham is just being very stubborn, very mache and patdarchall” PTJD,
220. The subterranean makes the ferra firma tremble.

¥ Caputo, PIJD, 206.
¥ Caputo, PIJD, 211.
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effectively “slips Genesis 22 inside Matthew 6 . . " In the final chapter of The Gif?
of Death, Detrida {following Nietzsche) provides an incisive critique of Matthean
gifting.” While Matthew 6 resembles Abrahamic gifting insofar as Matthew
instructs that almsgiving is to be enacted secredy (Mt 6.1-2a), he immediately
throws calculation into the equation: hypocritical almsgivers “have received their
award” (Mt 6.2b), while secretive givers will be rewatded by the all-seeing God
(6.4b, 6.6b, 16.18b, etc.)—even though their hands would know not what the other
one is doing (Mt 6.3-4a), and even though the other cheek would be offered instead
of payback (5.39f). The gift of Matthean faith is both commercial (calculating,
accumulative) and excessive (secret, forgiving).

Caputo takes up Derrida’s Nietzschean criticism of calculative religiosity. His
critique also extends to Paul. Caputo questions the Pauline notion of humanity’s
infinite debt to God (a debt payable only by Jesus), a notion that, according to
Caputo, falls “under the covet of the beautiful name of ‘gift’ (gratia).”* Caputo
powerfully criticizes this Pauline notion of debt: “Growing in faith is a capital
growth fund, an infinite extension of a (very) long-term credit line which entitles
the believer to draw upon the credits that are accumulated for him [sic] by the
infinite contribution to the fund made by Christ’s sacrificial death.”*

To be sure, Caputo’s critique of a mercantile religiosity is not simply critical:
his criticism, which is certainly warranted, clears the way for a theology of
forgiveness over investment and indebtedness: this theology, which is “slightly de-

Paulinized and more Jewish,” moves away from an econony of sin and

# Caputo, PTJD, 212-213.
2 Derrida, GD, ch. 4, esp. 94f.
* Caputo, PTJD, 216.

* Caputo, PIJD, 217. In § 2.1.1, I referred to the paradoxical nature of the Pauline corpus on
gifting: on the one hand, Paul certainly emphasizes the circular character of the gift; on the other,
he acknowledges that the gift is “indescabable.” Paul simply repeats (or perhaps inaugurates?) the
paradox of the gift as we know it: conditional and unconditional, circular and unreturnable,
describable and indescribable.
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redemption, and towards a path of giving, “for-giving,” and “for-getting.”* Caputo
prays: “Forgive us as indeed we forgive others. . . . Dismiss our debts as we dismiss
our debtors.”* Whereas Marion stresscs the authotitativeness of the father figure in
the story of the prodigal, a “slightly de-paulinized” and very Christic theology
emphasizes the immediate embrace and celebration of the prodigal’s return. Dutifu!
ethics burdens the prodigal subject—it “gives the subject a beating, while forgiving
gives it a break.”"

This edifying Caputocean discourse, itself inspired by the gift and gifted
thinkers, is certainly convincing. The call for a forgiving gifting certainly displaces
calculative and indebting gifting. But would this call completely silence
indebtedness—and should it? Should duty and debt lose their claim as legitimate
responses to the gift? Suspending, for a little while, the possibility that Caputo’s
Derridean critique displaces or dissolves indebtedness (§ 3.2.2-3), this much may be
stated here: Caputo’s deconstructive theology of the gift certainly emphasizes the
gift’s excess over its return. From the perspective of a forgiving, less calculating
theology, it is little wonder, then, that the concerned, impassioned Caputo presses
Marion—who docs not seem troubled by being indebted—with that burning
question: “Should we be in debt to God for creation?”

Now, having asked that question, Caputo takes up the issuc of indebtedness

in his thought-provoking commentary on the Villanova exchange, “Apostles of the

Impossible,” specifically in the section titled “Economy and Debt,” and that

patticular section is followed closely here, for it not only recalls some of the ideas
raised above, but also compares Derrida’s and Marion’s thoughts on the question

of debt.® In “Apostles of the Impossible,” Caputo explains that “Marion and

* Caputo, PTJD, 222f. The possibility of forgiveness is also pursued in AE, esp. 110f. Also refer to
Caputo’s thinking of forgiving in a broader theological context in “Reason, History and a Little
Madness: Towards an Ethics of the Kingdom,” in Kearney and Dooley, OF, 84-104, esp. 96-98.

% Caputo, PTJD, 226-227.
¥ Caputo, PTJD, 226.

# «Apostles of the Impossible: On God and the Gift in Detrida and Marion,” in GGP, 185-222
[hereafter Caputo, Al].
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Derrida have very different conceptions of just what constitutes an ‘econotny’ of
the gift . . .”* The former is “willing to settlc for a bigher economy, just so long as
this economy is not implicated in causality, in causal agents and effects.” And yet.
“Marion does not dispute the contention that from the very moment that any of
the three elements of the gift [giver, givee, gift] appear the movement of debt is set in
motion.” We remain indebted: Marion recalls an “indebting givenness (lo donation
endeitand).”® This movement “does not present a problem to Marion because debt
enters into the very definition of the gift for him—‘donability,” he says, means the duty
(depoir) to give—while for Derrida debt is poison to the gift, Vergifiung, and the very
defenition of economy, which annuls the gift.”

This movement of donability does not present a problem in the context of
Marion’s nonmetaphysical figuring of gifting; Caputo argues: “For Marion to
escape economy it is enough to give a non-objectivistic phenomenological
description of the gift outside the chain of the four causes (efficient, formal, matenial,
and final), while for Derrida the defining feature of an economy of exchange is the
link or chain between credit and debt, even if the chain (cafena, cadear) is composed of
invisible-moral links, not causal or objectivistic ones.”

Caputo explains that the projects of the two thinkers are different: Marion
attempts to avoid the metaphysical pitfalls of Husserlian and Heideggerian
phenomenology. Derrida attends to the question of Christianity’s disparate
movements of debt and excess: on the one hand, Christian giving and forgiving is
propelled by an uncalculating love. .And yet, Christianity is still restrained by a
calculative logic which extends all the way to heaven. In Caputo’s words: “Derrida

has [Nietzsche’s| Genealsgy of Morals in mind. Derrida is worried about the

* Caputo, A, 212; until stated otherwise, the subsequent citations are drawn from this page.

** The phrase “indebting givenness” appears in Mardon, SPCG, 142. {Caputo refecences Maron’s
“Esquisse d’'un concept phénomenologique du don,” in Filssosaphia della revelatione 72 [1994]: 75-94,
of which the English translation is Marion, SPCG.) )

 The accompanying note highlights Marion’s restricted definition of “economy™ “in the debate
over the gift, ‘economy’ is narrowed down to mean only a causal-objectivistic relation.” Caputo, Al,
222-23,n. 34.
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contamination of credere, faith in the gift, by credit, which makes the gift a medium
of exchange and so destroys its credibility as a gift, even and especially in celestial
matters, which is the point of the analysis in the last chapter of The Gif? of Death>*?

Caputo sums up the diffcrence between the two: “Marion is worrying about
causality, Derrida about credit.” Caputo declares: “what most deeply divides
Marion and Derrida, and the teason why any appearance at all of the gift, however
partial, catches it up in economy for Detrida while not posing any problem of
economy to Marion, is the appearance of debt.” For this reason, Caputo regtets the
fact that the question of debt was not raised at the exchange; he laments: “the one
point that I would like to have heard next addressed is just this question of debt.
For that, in my view, is central to the difference between Marion and Derrida.”

Now, Caputo directs the question of debt into the domain of subjectivity,
even though he agrees with Marion and Derrida that “the true gift must come after
[or before] the subject.” Caputo trecalls Detrida’s point about the incompatibility
between debt (in the form of duty and obligation) and the gift. In other words, a
gift should be given freely—by definition. And so, one is forced to ask: how can a
tithe, for example, be a gift? Gifting, as we know it, exweds circularity.” Qualifying
his remarks with the dischimer “From Detrida’s point of view,” Caputo questions
why the element of debt is factored into Marion’s thinking of gifting. After all, duty
is to practical reason what causality is to speculative reason.

So how would Marion address Caputo’s weighty concerns? Caputo surmises:
“Marion would respond that we are indebted not to another donor but to donaiien
itself, to the horizon of givenness by whose momentum giver and donee are carried
along . . * Speaking for Derrida, Caputo responds that indebtedness still undocs
the gift. What's more, this “creditor” (“donation itself’) butdens us with an

“insoluble debr . . > And so, Caputo urges: “If we have been loved and given gifts,

5 Refer to Nietzsche, OGM, § 19-21. What is also notable in this statement is Caputo’s utilization
of the tetm “contamination,” to which I return below (§ 3.2.2-3).

** Caputo argues: “For Derrida, a duty and obligation are inconsistent with the gife. If it is a gift, 1
am not obliged to do it; if it is an obligation, I am not making 2 gift. .. .” Caputo, AL 213.

M Caputo, A, 214; undl stated otherwise, the subsequent citations are drawn from this page.
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we ought not to be plunged into a horizon of infinite insolvent debt.” Otherwise,

kU 4

one reptises what is, for Nietzsche, Christianity’s “sttoke of genius”: the unpayable
debt incurred by humanity for the divine crucifixion.® The powetful passage, which

completes the section on “Economy and Debt,” bears repeating in its totality:

For the Derrida of The Gift of Dearh, Marion plays into the hands of
Nietzsche’s barb about Christianity’s Genmsestreich, its stroke of genius.
Cur dens homo? [Why did God become human?] Because God must be
paid what God is owed, and God wants blood, infinitely precious
bicod, to pay off an infinite, incalculable debt, to spill sacred sacrificial
blood to offset the absolute insolvency of the sinner. It seems as if God
saw everything He [sic] made and said that it was guilty and in insolvent
debt, which calls for a blood economy. Who could believe that, Derrida
asks with Nietzsche? {The Gift of Death, 114-115] For a Detridean
theology, it would seem that the God of gifts, the gift of God, and the
gift of God in Jesus are to be thought not in terms of insolvent debt
but in terms of giving without debt and in forgiving what debts
accumulate. . . . Debts are for forgiving, not accumulating. According to
the New Testament, the only calculation forgiving allows is that one
should forgive seven times a day, and seventy times seven [Mt 18.22],
that is to say, innumerably, countlessly, incontestably. That would seem

to be, from Derrida’s point of view, the real Gensestreich of Jesus.®

From a Derridean perspective, an uncalculatng gifting would be the “real
Geniestreich of Jesus.” As radical and inspirational as such genius would be, docs it
remain faithful to the gift-aporia? Should indebtedness be fotally disconnected from
gifting? On the contrary, the Matthean and Pauline faiths of the New/Second
‘Testament are paradoxically marked by both excess and calculation.

At this stage, the following thoughts may be offered. First of all, it remains
unclear whether Marion would gppose the radical Christic genius of uncalculated

gifting, even though he himself seems unwilling to push for sheer receptivity, but

* Mietzsche, OGM, § 21, 92.
% Caputo, AI, 214-215.
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rather calls for no more thank-yow’s. This kind of almost-sheetr receptivity is
substantiated in Befng Grven: Marion objects to the exchangism in a revered thinker
like Anselm (1033-1109), and therefore seems to recall the Geniestreic that Caputo

(and Derrida) admire:

It must be remarked that when a theologian of Anselm’s caliber dares
to think the Incarmation in terms of satisfaction—the dignified
exchange between the fault for sin and its retributdon in the
Redemption (Caur Dens homo, I: 12)~—he finds himself bearing the brunt
of objections that are all the stronger as they remain strictly theological.
The model of the gift as transcendent exchange cannot stand, especially

not in revealed theology.”

Marion stresses that the gift has nothing to do with exchange economy. His
phenomenology of the gift is an attempt to distance the gift from circularity..
However, his phenomenology stili seems to remain entangled in the gift-aporia: on
the one hand, he attempts to transgress exchange economy; on the other hand, he
re-introduces indebtedness. Howerver, the evocation of indebtedness in the course of
the gift’s description or theorization, whether phenomenological or otherwise,
should not be necessatily considered somehow faulty or erroneous. Why? The
notion of debt should not be severed from the question of the gift, for its inclusion
in a discourse about gifing—while paradoxical or contradictory—reflects, maintains,
and pays attention to the gift’s proper tension.

Indeed, the recourse to debt, and our concomitant paralysis; appeats to be a

sign that the gift’s theorization is headed in the right direction: the gift is an aporia

(aporss, “without passage”) because of the indebtedness that leads to

contradictoriness. The gift is aporetic precisely because we cannot “avoid” its
element of return. Without being too pre-emptive, I propose that we “embrace”

this element—in a cettain way, oscillationally.

57 Marion, BG, 349, n. 54.
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3.1.2 Not Knowing Who Gives What

Marion’s next phenomenological move is the suspension of the gift-giver. He
asks: “Take 2 gift, any gift, consider it in such a way that its giver remains absent—
either unknown in reality or actually undecidable—in short, let us imagine it as
something like an anonymous gift whose giver is lacking. Does this gift still remain
a gift?”*® This is a question of utmost relevance for the present reflection: the study
is propelled by the notion that anonymous and elusive gift-givers (e.g., God, zebom,
khéra) co-gift creation. As a phenomenologist, Marion affirms that the gift remains
freely given in the context of an indeterminate giver. The decision about the giver is
wholly inscribed in undecidability. Marion emphasizes the essential anonymity of
the giver: “So that it gives’ truly, the ‘it” must still be thought in and on the basis of
‘giving’; therefore, it must remain indeterminate and anonymous as such.
Otherwise, it would inevitably turn into a being (indeed the supreme being). The
enigma of the anonymous ‘it’ is the only thing to safeguard givenness.” According
to a phenomenology of givenness, the giver’s anonymity precedes any question of
cause ot origin.

Marion provides a number of examples to support the need for
indeterminacy. A first instance applies to the empirically absent (or deceased) giver.
The phenomenon of inheritance is offered: the givee teceives from an absent or
unknown giver. But doesn’t the State receive the gift in return (by way of fees and
taxes)? Yes: the inheritor repays “partially” and indirectly, but this repayment
cannot be directed at the gift-giver, for the latter remins absent, lacking.® A
second instance of bracketing the giver is witnessed in the giver’s own “un-

consciousness.” Marion offers the incisive example of “the athlete, the artist, and

*® Marion, BG, 95.

* Marion, BG, 37. Mation refers here to Heidegger’s concept of the es gibt (“It gives” /“There is™),
whose examination lies beyond the scope of the present study. Refer to Heidegger, “Time and
Being,” in Or Time and Being, trans. Joan Stambaugh (New York: Harper and Row, 1972), 1-24, 5f,
For an excellent exposition of this concept, refer to Caputo, AE, 223-232; PT}D, 164-167.

% Marion, BG, 95. He explains: “I repay partially in an economic exchange what befell me as a gif;
but I do not, however, repay the one who gave me the gift,..”
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the lover”; each of these figures gift their gift (athleticism, artistry, eros), while
remaining basically unaware of what they have given, evidenced by the familiar
question requesting self-assurance: was I good?*' The giver withdraws in/from the
gift. And so, Marion provides another “essential law of givenness: to give, it is
necessary not to know oneself if one gives.”* Straightaway, he recalls Matthew 6.3:
“When you give alms, let your left hand be ignorant of what your right hand
does.”?

And so, not only would the givee not know from whom they receive, the
giver knows not what they give. Marion explains that the absence of a giver leaves
the decision about the giver’s identity up to the givee: “By its very absence, the
giver gives to the givee, besides the gift, the decision to identify who gives.”® But
why is undecidability crucial? Indeterminacy guards against circularity; as Horner
explains: “undecidability offers some protection against return . . % After all, if the
giver remains unknown, then the gift is unreturnabie.

While I concur that undecidability and anonymity certainly offer some
protection against return, one wonders whether the bracketing of the giver reduces
the burden of indebtedness. Caputo argues that Marion’s strategy of bracketing the
identity of the gift-giver actually intensifies or compounds this debt: “It is trouble
enough to owe an identifiable debt to an idendfiable creditor, but to situate the

whole of life within an horizon of insoluble debt to an anonymous donor seems

' Marion is incisive: “This indeed is why it is so important to the giver (athlete, lover, artist) that
the pleasute given be confessed, acknowledged, spoken by its beneficiary; for the giver and the
giver alone knows nothing about it. He [sic] has to hear confirmation that ‘he was good,’ that ‘it
was good,” that he climbed, ran, jumped, rode, touched, caressed well. He has to be assured that he
‘gave it all’ because he alone is unaware and should be unaware. He gives bémseff without knowing
it.” BG, 346-347, n. 38.

2 Mation, BG, 98.

® The NRSV translates this verse as “when you give alms, do not let your left hand &#ow what your
right hand is doing . . .”

® Marion, BG, 101. Note that the words “who gives” may better zepresent the giver’s anonymity by
its modification to “who/what gives” or “what/who gives.”

® Horner, RGG, 201.
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even worse.”® One cannot repay an anonymous gift-giver, and, even if one repays,
this repayment can never be made in kind, for the gift precedes—and is—life itself:
how could one repay the gift of life?

Leaving aside, for a little while, the dilemma of indebtedness and the
possibility of its resoluton, I now turn to the third element that is
phenomenologically reduced: the gift itself. As radical as it sounds, Marion provides
a convincing argument. The gift is no longer considered according to the horizon
of beingness or objectness. Examples are given: the gift of a promise or
reconciliation, friendship or love, blessing or curse, and so on. These irreal gifts are
differentiated from the objects that symbolize them. Marion is certainly compelling
when identifying gifts that exceed—or are otherwise than—the objects that
represent them. He provides three examples: the gifts of power, the self, and one’s
wotd (or promise). Obviously, power is not a being or an object, but “a new and
absolutely unique relation to each and every one of the uncountable and
unmeasutable objects and beings.”” In other words, the signs of power (crown,
Cross, keys, etc) do not give power but merely symbolize this conferring or
transferring.

As for the gift of giving one’s self (carnally, in marriage, etc)), Marion
maintains that a handing-over of one’s self in a context of objectification and

08

exchange annuls the giftness of the gift."” The specific example of a wedding ring is
offered here. As with the example of power (where a crown represents the gift), the
ring attests to the gift-giving. Giving one’s word also exceeds objectness ot
beingness: the promise affects objects but is itself irreal.” Hence, Marion is able to

declare: “It is indeed 2 question of a gift—the truthfulness of 2 word energizing the

intersubjective relation—which governs objects and beings, but of a gift that itself

66 Caputo, 11, 214,
%7 Marion, BG, 104. He therefore names power a “mystery.”

® Martion argues: “Appropdation and exchange interpret my body as the object that, by nght, it
never is. . . . The objectification of my body disqualifies it as gift. The more I deliver my body in
exchange for reciprocity (reimbursement, economy), the less I give it . . . Madon, BG, 104-105.

% Marion, BG, 105.
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is not given as an object or a being.””™ And so, the gift would exceed objectness or
beingness. Marion expresses this notion in The Ide! and Distance: “The gift itself
consists uniquely in the act of receiving/giving, and in no other ‘content’ , . "
And so, the gift itself seems to evade causality and commerce—and thereby retains
its freedom. Horner elucidates: “The gift, as that which ‘is decided’ (or decides
#self), need not be read economically but can be appreciated simply as the given. . . .
In this way Marion maintains that the gift is outside any economy, outside any
causality, and outside any agency.””

Marion’s compelling thoughts on the gift itself nevertheless prompt a number
of intet-related questions. First, I have already noted that Derrida argues that
symbolic gifts do not elude the gift-paradox: even symbolic gifts return.” Gift-
symbols such as crowns and rings, while symbolizing gifts that are no-thing, are
nevertheless identifiers of gifts (power, love) that instigate counter-gifts. Even
symbolic gifts prompt circulation.

Perhaps a mote compelling query is how Marion’s phenomenology would
negotiate the possibility that such symbolic gifts are also gifts per se. In other words,
how would his thinking negotiate the notion that every-thing is also a gift? In shott,
is every given a gift? There are moments in Being Given which posit an equivalence
between the given and gift, between givenness and the gift, and between giving and
gifting.™ The ambiguity or undecidability in Marion’s treatment of these concepts is
reflected in the commentaries that elucidate his work. Hotner recognizes the

complexity of this issue: “we enter immediately the somewhat murky waters of

Marion’s debate with Derrida and Greisch about the link between givenness, the

" Marion, BG, 106. He provides other examples of gifts without objectness ot beingness
throughout the text, such as the gifts of life, death, peace, time, meaning, and so on.

" Madon, ID, 170.
2 Horner, RGG, 136.
? Refer to Derrida, GT, e.g., 11£, 24, 107.

™ On the equivalence: (1) between the given and the gift, refer to BG, 61-62, 67, 70, 252; (2)
between givenness and the gift, BG, 76, 84, 100; and, (3) berween giving and gifting, BG, 246.
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given, and the gift.”™ In an excellent summary of Marion’s theological and
phenomenological corpus, Carlson’s writing reflects the ambiguous relation
between givenness and gifting in Marion’s work.™

Now, the question of this relation develops into a major issue—perhaps the
most important—at the Villanova exchange between Detrida and Marion, and
therefore warrants some discussion. The question over a kind of equivalence
between the given and the gift is evidenced (at least once) in the exchange itself; at
one point, Marion states: “phenomena suddenly appear as gifis or givens themselves

. " There is no equivocation by Marion as to the question of whether every gift
is a given (contra Augustine); the priot-ity of the given is evidenced when a phrase
by Derrida, “every Gegebenbeit [given] as gift,” is corrected by Marion by being
reversed: “Bvery gift as Gegebenbeit”” Marion affirms that every gift is a given. But
what is crucial for the present enquity is whether Marion thinks every given is a gif?.

As Schmitz notes, we usually distinguish a “given” from a “gift.” Derrida
maintains this distinction throughout the Villanova exchange. At the very beginning
of the debate, Dertida suggests: “What we ate going to discuss, that is the gift,
perhaps is not homogeneous with Gegebenheit”” Derrida is interested in what “gift”
means. He questions the “semantic continuity” between a “given” and a “gift” and
emphatically recognizes their difference. Derrida emphasizes: “As soon as a gift—

not a Gegebenkeit, but a gift—as soon as a gift is identified as 2 gift, with the meaning

" Homer, RGG, 138. Jean Greisch accuses Marion of sneaking theology into phenamenology.
Refer to Greisch, “Index sui et non dati,” in Trarswersalitis: Reviue de L'lnstitut Catholique de Paris 70
(Apdl-June 1999): 27-54. On the question of the relation between Marion’s theol'ogy and his
phenomenology, also refer to Dominique Janicaud, 1.2 phénoménologte éclaiée (Combas: Editions de I
éclat, 1998), “L’herméneuntique dans la ‘phénoménologie comme telle,”™ in Revwe de Métaphysigue et de
Morale 96.1 (1991): 43-63; also refer to Janicaud and others (including Marnion), Phenomenology and the
“Theological Turn™ The French Debate New York: Fordham University Press, 2000).

" On three occasions to his Introduction to Marion’s The Ido/ and Distance, Thomas A. Cadson
employs the equivocation “gift or givenness.” Cadson, “Translator’s Introduction,” in Madon, ID,
xi-xxxix, Xii (twice), xxvi [hereafter Carlson, T1).

77 Derrida and Martion, OG, 61; emphasis added.
™ Derrida and Masion, OG, 71.
7 Derrida and Marion, OG, 58.
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of a gift, then it is canceled as a gift.”® For Dertida—as for most or all of us
(westerners, at least)—“Gegebenbeir* and “gift” do not have a semantic equivalence;

and so, Derrida cleatly follows the conventional practice of differentiating between
a “given” and a “gift.”

The question of the concordance between a “given” and a “gift” remains
unclear throughout the Villanova debate, even when Marion has an opportunity to
clarify the issue. At one point in the discussion, Derrida alleges that Marion’s
“deepest ambition” rests on an equivalence between a given and a gift, or, more

accurately, that givens are “finally” gifts from God; Derrida elaborates his suspicion

in the following manner:

My hypothesis concerns the fact that you [Marion] use or credit the
word Gegebenbeit with gift, with the meaning of gift, and this has to do
with—1I will not call this theological or religious—the deepest ambition
of your thougit. For you, ev ing that is given in the
phenomenological sense, gegeben, donné, Gegebenbest, everything that is
given to us in perception, in memory, in a phenomenological
petception, is finally a gift to a finite creature, and is finally a gift of
God. . . . The logic of Eiant doné, finally, to me, is to reinterpret as a
gift everything that a phenomenologist—or anyone, a scientist—says is
given, is a given, a fact, something that we meet in perception, given to
my intuition. I perceive this; it is a given. I did not produce this. I did
not create this. . . . The finite subject does not create its object, it
receives it, receptively. Receptivity is interpreted as precisely the
situation of the created being, the creatute, which receives everything in

the world as something created. So it is a gift. Everything is a gift.”

To begin with, Derrida is awate of the risk of his interpretation of Mation’s work:
in the context of a carefully worded hypothesis, Derrida barely masks the
insinuation that a “theological or religious” “ambition” governs Mation’s

phenomenology. Derrida ostensibly accuses Marion, who is (also) a Christian

% Perrida and Marion, 0G, 59.
8 Derrida and Marion, OG, 66.
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theologian, of being intellectually motivated by his theological disposition. Derrida
is therefore suspicious abovc Marion’s methodological bracketing of the question of
the gift-giver, and, hence, of the nature of every given as a gift. Marion, it seems,
would decide that the gift-giver is God and that every given is gift-ed by God.

Now, even though Marion is at pains to enact a certain phenomenological
neutrality when it comes to the “what” or “who” of the giver (as I noted above),
one’s reading is inevitably colored by his theological predisposition. His theological
wotks do little to help any phenomenological neutrality: in the midst of a discussion
on gifting in The Ido/ and Distance, Marion seems to identify every-thing with a divine
gifting; “To receive the gift of God, as gift, requires of man [sic] that he himself
immediately welcome the gift in its essence—as a giving act. . . . To receive the gift
amounts to receiving the giving act, for God gives nothing except the movement of
the infinite kenosis of charity, that is, evetything.”® Catlson notes: “It is a passage
like this, of coutse, that allows one to understand Derrida’s suspicion that, even in
his phenomenological account of givenness, what Marion really wants to say is that
everything is finally a gift from God.”®

Unfortunately, Marion does not directly respond to Derrida’s claim or charge.
One sympathizes with Marion in his effort to separate his philosophy and theology
of the gift, and it is pethaps zhaf ambition that motivates lus avoidance of, or
equivocation towards, the question of creation’s giver. Whatever sympathy or
appreciation may be rendered, it is nevertheless difficult to postulate how Marion’s
phenomenology of givenness may be explicitly transposed and registered in the
mode of an eco/theo/logy of gift/ing.

How would a believer who recognizes the legitimacy of undecidability
negotiate the reception of everything as a gift? A more detailed response to this
question is offered in the next chapter, but an outline may be sketched here.
Horner provides guidance in this respect, since her recourse to undecidability in the

context of faith and theology is remarkable:

82 Mation, ID, 166.
% Carlson, TI, xxvii, n. 22.
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An aporia, by definition, cannot be solved, but only resolved by a
decision to act in a particular way, to act as i there were a way forward.
I can never know whether or not I give or whether ot not I receive, but
I can believe it or desire it or act as if it were possible. . . . We will never
know whether God gives, or what God gives; we can only believe . .

The present aporetics follows this “as-ifness™ I unambiguously propose that
“Everything is a gift,” but I recognize that this notion is an assumption. The
assumption remains modest because it is recognized as such (its “what-ifness”). 1
tecognize that my dediston arises from—and proceeds through—undecidability, and
that it is a decision that cannot be “verified” or “rejected” in the manner of a
scientific thesis. It is a matter of faith—nothing more and certainly nothing less.

While Marion remains elusive in Villanova on the question of whether his
“deepest ambition” is “theological or religious,” that is certainly »y ambition: I
velieve that every-thing is a gift somehow co/gift-ed by the biblical deity, but this
belief is recognized as such. This ambition is deep but certainly not secret—nothing
to be ashamed of. Shame would only result by denying ot hiding this ambiton.
Today, there is certainly no shame in thinking tentatively, provisionally,
experimentally—as long as one is willing to acknowledge that this is the case. On
the contrary, can we approach these kinds of issues in any ozber way?

And so, Derrida states imprecisely in the above-quoted text the “what-if” upon
which this thesis is grounded—imprecise because the passage is marked by a
vocabulary of certainty symbolized by the wotd “finally” (which is uttered three
times): there is nothing “final” about the assumption of the present work (nor of
deconstruction itself).” By definition, an assumption or possibility (if recognized as

such) would always remain inconclusive and open to modification, reversal, or

* Horner, RGG, 247. As an indicator of Horner’s emphasis on undecidability, she employs it (and
its derivative “undecidable”) over forty times in RGG. Of course, Caputo’s work on undecidability
in a religious context is equally noteworthy; also refer to Manolopoulos, WMT

8 Caputo reminds us: “Deconstruction, if there is such a thing, means to show that there is never a
final word.” PTJD, 218,
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tejection. How could there be finality when one thinks and acts according to the

gift’s asif?

3.1.3 Marion’s Fluctuations

Has Marion been able to resolve the gift-aporia? Marion certainly provides an
ingenious way to remove gifting from the domain of causal economy, as well as a
way of thinking that decenters the knowing subject. To be sure, his
phenomenology of givenness belongs to those manners of thinking (Pascalian,
Heideggetian, Derridean, etc.) that attempt to free phenomena from the grasp of
epistemological and technological totalizations. As Thomas A. Carlson aptly
expresses it, Mation’s “central effort” is “to free the absolute or unconditional (be
it theology’s God or phenomenology’s phenomenon) from the various limits and
preconditions of human thought and language . . .”* However, doubts arise as to
whether Marion’s post-metaphysical rendering of givenness resolves or dissolves
the gift-aporia. As discussed above, his recourse to indebtedness, amplified by the
possibility of an indebtedness towards a divine gift-giver, certainly obstructs the
possibility of a clear-cut answer.

On the way to thinking the question of Mation’s attempt to dissolve the gift-
aporia, two mote aspects of his thinking illuminate the way in which his negotiation
of the gift becomes problematic: his bias against exchange and his concomitant
desire for purity, and the more specific question of his treatment of the relation
between the gift and un/knowing.

First of all, Mation certainly desires to disentangle the gift from an exchange
economy, brought to light by Derrida’s treatment of the question of the gift.” This
disentanglement is figured in questionably extreme terms; Marion pronounces: “the

- - . - . WA . .
gift can never again be envisaged within the system of exchange .. " He is intent on

8 Cardson, TI, xii.
% Martion, BG, 74£.
% Mation, BG, 81; emphasis added.
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“detaching the gift from economy and manifesting it according to givenness puirified
of all cause.” Bracketing any ecological merit of the following comment, Marion
declares a pronounced disdain for the modern polis “the monstrous commercial city,
almost unlimited and without form, soging s own nlgarity, awash in items for sale™
Marion also writes about commerce as a “first fuiling” of the gift™ Tt is little
wonder, then, that Mation seeks the gift’s “abstraction from commerce.”

As exchange economy is tied to present being (for the gift is identified in the
present), Marion thereby derides being and presence: “the gift is given strictly to
the degree that it reneunces Being, that it makes an exception to presence . . .” and
“the gift, if it is ever to be thought as such, must occur outside of presence . .
This vocabulary of assertion (“renounces,” “must™) is tempered by the following
statement: “The present [gift] does not owe ererything to presence,” and I would

definitely agree with this statement, for the gift is marked by presence asd absence;

- however, Marion is tempted to retutn to a logic of rotality by proposing that the gift

“could quite possibly owe i [presence] nothing at ali™®* The gift “owes™ presence
insofar as the latter makes the gift known—while at the same time annulling it. Tha?
is the gift’s aporeticity. Without the presence (identification, return) of the gift, it
would not be one. After all, presence (identification, return) is one of the gift’s two
basic conditions. And so, the gift “owes” neither norbing nor everything to presence,
but certainly something. The gift is indebted to presence—and simultaneously
transgresses it.

Now, the question of Marion’s bias against exchange, being, and presence,
often marked by very assettive language, is a pertinent one, and I return to it shortly

(§ 3.2.2). This much may be stated here: Marion’s desire to exceed metaphysics—

% Marion, BG, 84.

% Mation, BG, 129; emphasis added.

o Marion, BG, 348, n. 46; emphasis added.
*2 Marion, BG, 251.

» Marion, BG, 79, 81; emphases added.

** Marion, BG, 80; emphases added.
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and the gift-exchange that belongs to it—is a noble ambition. After all, there has
been a traditional bias in philosophy and theology towards presence, identification,
and exchange at the expense of absence, difference, and excess. When dealing with
phenomena, any bias towards presence and identification leads to conceptual
idolatry. But the immediate concern, however, is this: in his discourse on the gift,
has Marion simultaneously privileged or overemphasized that which has been
traditionally marginalized (excess, absence) at the expense of the metaphysical
aspect of the gift?

To be sure, Marion’s criticisms are not a common phenomenon in the
sizeable Being Given; indeed, he also claims that “gratuity does not exclude exchange
or reciprocity,” and that exchange can be “honorable.”™ (And even the monstrous
city holds for Marion a “morbid fascination.”)* As the previous examination of the
givee and giver demonstrates, one of the consummate expressions of commerce,
indebtedness, re-appeats in Marion’s phenomenology. The givee or self is now
overwhelmingly figured according to indebtedness: “The gift begins and, in fact, is
achieved as soon as the giver imagines that he [sic] owes something—a gift without
thing-—to someone, therefore when he recognizes himself not only in the sitvation
of a givee but also first as a debtor.”™ And the self or givee is now asked to return
the gift: “The gifted [the self re-thought in terms of givenness] does not have
language or /ogos as its property, but it finds itself endowed with them—as gifts that
are shown only if it [“the gifted”] regives them to their nnknown origin’”™ The gift and
givee are here inscribed in a vocabulary of return—of returning the gift to its
“unknown origin.” Elsewhere, Marion refers to “the event of wnknown canse.””

For a non-metaphysical thinker like Marion, this refiguration of givec and gift

is described in seemingly (and surprisingly) metaphysical terms (“origin,” “cause™),

9 Marton, BG, 86.

% Masion, BG, 129,

i Maricn, BG, 108; also refer to BG, 112.

% Marion, BG, 288; second emphasis added.
?” Masion, BG, 170.

118

T

On The Way To Qscillation

and Marion encourages the givee’s re-gifting of the gift to the gift’s unknown origin
or cause. Even if gift-exchange is radically modified by emphasizing the anonymity
of the giver, gifting nevertheless remains figured according to a logic of circularity.
I, the recipient of the gift, am indebted: does this not draw gifting into a
commercial exchange which is, at other points in Being Given, denounced as the
gift’s “first failing”? 1 return the gift, even if I do not know who/what gives. The
gift-apotia requires returning,

Concormnitant with Marion’s criticism of exchange, presence, and being, is his
pursuit of a “pure givenness” and a “pure given.”'” For Marion, gifting involves
“pure loss.”'" He calls for a receptivity that is purely unilateral: “the receiver can no
longer claim to possess or produce phenomena. It [the recipient ot givee] no longer
stands in a relation of possession to the phenomenon, but in a purdy receiving
relation . . ' Does the recipient stand in a “purely receiving relation™? Is there
absolutely #o possession of the phenomenon? The nature of “possession” requites
re-cxamination in the context of the gift-apora: if the receiver can no longer claim
to “possess” phenomena—even partially—how can these phenomena be partially
recognized or known? If the gift-thing cannot be at least partially identified, then it
cannot be identified as a gift (even if this identification paradoxically erases the gift-
thing’s giftness).

Interestingly, Marion’s own writing testifies to partial possession; he himself
acknowledges that phenomena—including gifts—may be pattially known. The
following quotations exhibit Marion’s recognition of the possibility that a pragma
may be pariially grasped: “the recognition of the gift as gift” is something “which
the givee can accomplish by knowing the gift (at least partalh) . . ' This partial

% Mation, BG, 188, 245; also refer to, e.g., BG, 91, 102.

" On “pure loss”, refer to, e.g., BG, 79, 86, 89, 93. Marion also writes of “complete loss”™; refet to,
e.g., BG, 96, 98.

12 Marion, BG, 249; emphasis added. Marion also seeks to purify the gift from the economically-
contaminated empirical world when he writes of a gift which is “purified of its empirical
blossoming . . .” BG, 74.

195 Marion, BG, 101; emphasis added.
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recognition of the gift is crucial: without it, the gift would not be perceived and
received. Of course, the recipient does not jfully possess phenomena. This is
intimated by the word “first” in the following passage: “to see what gives itself, we
must firs? renounce constituting and ‘grasping’ it (in the Cartesian sense), in favor of
simply receiving it.”'™ We first receive the phenomenon-gift, but we also grasp it.
And so, there are two movements: reception and seizure—which is partial (limited).

The possibility of a partial knowledge is also promoted in the essay “In the
Name”: Marion not only confirms bis support for “partial knowledge” but possibly
exceeds it, by atguing for “adequate knowledge” of phenomena." Two statements
confirm this pro-epistemic position. Marion proclaims: “Every thing in the world gains
by being known—but God, who is not of the world, gains by not being known
conceptually. The idolatry of the concept is the same as that of the gaze: imagining
oneself to have attained God and to be capable of maintaining him [sic] under our
gaze, like a thing of the werld”™™ The second passage reads: “Comprehension suggests
adequate knowledge as long as one is dealing with #hings of the world> '

Bracketing momentarily (and then addressing only one aspect of) the
theological dimension to these statements, the idea that “Every thing in the world
gains by being known” raises a number of immediately relevant questions. FFirst,
what do pragmata gain by being known? From the perspective of an apozetics of
gifting, the world’s ability to be known is a good thing: knowing
(grasping/constituting) things is essential to the gift-aporia. Without knowing the
gift, the gift would go totally unrecognized. Knowledge is essential to the gift, even
though the gift turns to GZff (poison) in its wake.

But what is meant by “adegnate knowledge”? Even though Marion does not

discuss the qualifying term (“adequate™), it intimates a kind of knowledge by degree.

'™ Marsion, BG, 321; emphasis added.

'® Incidentally, “In the Name” was presented at the same conference that hosted the exchange
between Marion and Derrida (“On the Gift”).

1% Marion, IN, 34; emphasis added,
7 Marion, IN, 37; emphases added.
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In other words, we may have knowledge of phenomena, but this knowledge is not
complete, for the phenomenon is ultimately elusive. The thing itself may be grasped
to a certain degree. This is good news for the gift: if the phenomenon could be
grasped completely, then it would not be a gift, for absolute mastery would erase its
excess: absolute comprehension would reduce the gift to a strictly commercial
entity. The aporetic gift requires a receptivity marked by knowing and not-knowing:
only this dual capacity and movement would secure the gift-thing’s giftness.

The statement “Every thing gains by being known” elicits a further question:
is it always or only the case that what-is “gains by being known’”? Surely the negative
effects of science and technology (acts-of-knowing par exvellence), which include
ecological destruction and deterioration, are based on the human desite and ability
to know everything.'™ Hence, the world does not always “gain” by becoming more
known by humans, On the contrary (and at the same time), the human desite and
ability to know a thing presents the nsk and realization of exploitation,
manipulation, and annihilaton of human and other-than-human others.

Thus, to know the other opens the possibilities of gain and loss—and the
ecological crisis is a stark sign of the manifestation of the latter. According to the
logic and vocabulary of gifting, knowledge is a “gift” in its two basic and opposing
meanings: “present” and “poison.” To be sure, the present aporetics is not
simplistically anti-scientific and anti-technology. But what is being asserted is that
science and technology catry within them both positive and negative possibilities.'”
Unfortunately—tragically—the negative possibilities manifest themselves in
ecologically disastrous ways.

And so, both the gift and the world will only gain when human beings

acknowledge that circumscription is not—and should not be—absolute. Corporeal

%% Modern science and technology may be descrbed as “acts-of-knowing par excellens?” because

their ventures are radically effective—that is, have an enomnous effect on the word (to the point of
potentially disfiguring it)—because they substantially circumscribe things. Modern technology
would not be the kind of problem that it is {of course, it is also marked by positive aspects}), if it
were not so effective.

' Refer to, e.g,, Heidegger, OCT, 15.
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entities-in-relation have aspects to them that elude us (such as their infinitude and
being)."® Things are marked by both the knowable and 2he unknowable. Hetzin lies
that which is most pertinent for this study: if we can admit that unknowability
matks the phenomenon, then it is plausible to propose that the gift(s}-of-creation
are gifts because they are marked by bosh circumscribable and uncitcumscribable
elements, respectively contributing to the recognizability and unrecognizability of
the gift. Certainly the present study assumes that a thing may be a gift precisely
because it is known—known or perceived as gift. But it can only be a gift if it is
also inscribed in mystery: the gift is divided—known and unknown.

Hence, the requirement to modify Marion’s statement in the following way:
“every thing {-gift] in the world gains by being known™ and yet “every thing |-gift] in
the world gains” by remaining #nknown. The gift-thing’s excess ensures that the gift
does not completely enter the circle of exchange or knowledge. The thing’s inability
to be known is what saves its gift-aspect, even though its giftness is paradoxically
eroded by knowing. To perceive a gift is to both know it and not-know it
“Comprehension” of the matrix of beings may be “adequate” but cannot be
comprehensive—and this is a good thing: it keeps the gift safe. Despite the
exaggerated claims of scientism and fundamentalism—for they are both discourses
and practices that pretend to Know-—the thing itself always slips away.'"! While the
knowing subject may certainly but momentarily clutch the pragma, it cannot
circumscribe 4/ its aspects in its grasp—the thing itself resists absolute accessibility.

The above-quoted statements in “On the Name” indicate a failure on
Marion’s behalf to register the fact that mystery marks not endy divinity but alse
“every thing in the wotld.” Despite the astounding respect for the phenomenon

registered by Marion in Bezng Given, the theological work “In the Name” does not

" Some of these aspects may perhaps be thought but exceed human comprehension. Two
discursive examples suffice: Pascal’s insight into the inner infinity of things, and Heidegger’s
extended meditation on the ontological difference (beings/Being). One could also underine how

relation and context further confound the unrealistic notion that a thing may be completely
knowable.

" Refer to Caputo, FL.

122

On The Way To Oscillation

sufficiently register the excess that marks even the most “mundane” humanly made

things—Ilike plastic bags. Caputo questions this bifurcation between knowledge of

the divine and the corporeal:

With everything other than God, Mation contends, we always mean or
intend more than is actually given to us, and our experience is always
forced to play catch-up with our intention. But with God, more is given
to us than we can ever mean or say, so that words and concepts are
always at a loss to express what has been given. With the name of God,
the shortcoming has to do with the failure of the concept, intention, or
signification, which is always limited and imperfect, not with givenness,

which is excessive and mrer£lov.m'ng."2

I contend that, if/since it is a gift, creation is (likewise) “excessive and
overflowing.” Like the gift of God, the gift of creation overwhelms the knowing
subject.

What may be gleaned from this review of Marion’s thoughts on exchange,
purity, and knowledge? He seems to fluctuate between a disdain for exchange, and
a desite for purity; he fluctuates between the need for unknowing and partial
knowing. Despite Marion’s desire to resolve the gift-aporia, it nevertheless returns.
How, then, can the gift’s aporeticity be respected and reflected in our thinking?
Marion’s fluctuation indicates a way forward: our reception of, and interaction with,

the gift may be governed by a logic and language of escillation.

3.2 OSCILLATION AND OTHERWISE

Even when phenomenologically rethinking gifting, our thinking is apparently
(and perhaps inevitably) paralyzed by the gift-aporia. Attempts to “break free” from

it appear o land us deeper into its paradoxicality. Pethaps this paralysis provokes a

nz Capuio, Al 194.
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certain movement-——the motion of oscillation.'” Accotding to the DED definition,
to oscillate is “To swing backwards and forwards, like a pendulum; to vibsate; to
move to and fro between two points. To fluctuate becrween two opinions,
principles, purposes, etc., each of which is held in succession; to vary between two
limits which are reached alternately.”""

I have already intimated that oscillation appears to be a way that reflects the
gift’s irresolvable tension. We should not favor one of the elements at the exclusion
of the other, {or any exclusion dissolves the gift itself. The maintenance of the
tension via oscillation reflects and respects the thing’s giftness. The “both/and” of
oscillation guards against exclusion and reification.

One may find traces of an oscillatdonal thinking intimated by, or explicitly at
work in, certain thinkers analyzed in the present discourse. The previous subsection
demonstrated that Marion fluctuates between the two aspects of the gift, and this
fluctuation may be rethought as a way of pointing towards the path of oscillation
(§ 3.1.3). The present section examines ways in which certain aspects of the
writings of the abovementioned thinkers help to illuminate the natute and work of
oscillation. First, the word “oscillation” is employed by Webb in The Gifting God,
and 1 examine how he casts oscillation there (§ 3.2.1). Next, I critique those
moments in Caputo’s work that reveal his bias against indebtedness, but is offset by
his recourse to responsibility; I also discuss aspects of his thinking of metaphysics
that support my case for oscilladon (§ 3.2.2). Third, I turn to Derrida, whose Given
Time certainly makes room for oscillation, but his remarks in “On the Gift” suggest
that he is not only unwilling to maintain the gift’s tension, but, on the contrary,
seems ready to abandon the gift (§ 3.2.3).

3 According to the NODE, to osciliate is to “move or swing back and forth . . . waver between
extremes of opinion, action, or quality . . "NODE, 1312,

" OFD.
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3.2.1 Webb On Oscillation

Fortuitously for us, Webb comes to discover the significance of “oscillation.”
Houwever, he construes it in a rather negative light." His most significant remark on
this subject stipulates: “I [Webb] argue that the oscillation between gratuity and
teturn produces theories of giving [including, presumably, Derrida’s] that make gift
giving an increasingly difficult activity to understand, let alone practice.”"'* This text
indicates that oscillation is a hindrance to an understanding of gifting. 4nd rightly so:
even though there is nothing wrong with the desire to understand gifting, thinkers
like Derrida and Marion have demonstrated, in different ways, why the gift is
ultimately a question and phenomenon that exceeds understanding. As the
oscillational Marion insists: “A gift . . . does not require firs# that one explain it, but
indeed that one receive it.”'"" (The remack oscillates between “first” receiving the
gift and then also explaining it.) ’

Hence, it is somewhat necessary to posit that theotizations involving an
oscillation between excess and exchange have become “increasingly difficult to
understand™: the gift will alwgys be difficult to understand because it is an aporia,
matked by two diverging aspects which complicate our thinking. But should this be
a crificism of theorizations that explore the gift’s aporeticity? On the contrary,
perplexity is a proper response to the gift-aporia. After all, gporias ar difficuli~by
definition. Hence, Webb’s charge or observation that oscillational accounts of
gift/ing render such accounts difficult to comprehend should be understood as an
indication that such theories ate on the tight path, a path that is nevertheless

difficult, dizzying. The gift, after all, induces a certain madness.

1 Coincidentally (and fortuitously), “oscillation” is prevalent in Keller's Face of the Degp: the word

arises over twenty times in that text~—and usually in very positive terms.

1% \Webb, TGG, 31. Note, too, the following statement: “In the first chapter, ] [Webb] argued that

the act of giving—oscillating between the extremes of excess and exchange—was a difficult
accomplishment . . > Webb, TGG, 54.

" Marion, GWB, 162; emphasis added.
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But does a Derridean aporetics of gifting entail that its practee is rendered
“increasingly difficult”® Now, as I have already explained, the gift occurs on the
planes of intentionality and pre-consciousness. The gift’s practice on the level of
consciousness may certainly be questioned by those aware of its paradoxicality,
which certainly extends beyond aporeticians of the gift. As Webb acknowledges:
“Everybody seems to know that giving is calculated, not spontaneous, and
structured (and thereby canceled) by the expectation of an equivalent return.”'™ For
instance, the now-almost-obligatory practice of bringing a bottle of wine to a
dinner party, for instance, can be perceived in all its paradoxicality: it is certainly a
gift, but a gift that is exchanged for a meal. And so, the practice of gifting can
generate a degree of suspicion or cynicism.

However, gifting may also take place on an extra-conscious level. Gifts may be
given without our knowing it. By definition, this gifting beyond intentionality
exceeds any possible suspicion or cynicism. The gift’s excess exceeds any difficulty
associated with gifting on a conscious level, Furthermore, 1 argue for the possibility
that gifting transcends human interactivity, indeed, that human interactivity is itself
gift-ed. In other wotds, gifting may extend to material creation. All things-in-
relation gift to each other, transcending suspicion and cynicism. According to this
understanding of the gift, our practices towards the creation-matrix may be
positively refigured (as 1 delineate in the next chapter).

Now, Webb atgues that oscillation is the result of a lack in modetn discourses
about gifting: “the task of doing justice to both excess and reciprocity demands a
framework that modern theoties do not provide. As a resule, the modern discourse
on gift giving oscillates between extravagance and exchange.”'” Webb offers a
trinitarian framework. The question as to whether this framewotk proves ultimately
incisive was questioned above (§ 2.2.2-3), but, on a more fundamental level, one
may propose that the gift’s essential framework is its own aporeticity: the play

between freedom and identification is the gift’s frame of reference. Within this

"8 WWebb, TGG, 4.
" Webb, TGG, 31.
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frame, it is therefore to be expected that modern discourses on gifting, immersed as
they are, consciously ot unconsciously, in the gift’s paradoxicality, would oscillate—
though perhaps not rigorously enough—between exchange and extravagance. And
it is precisely the gift’s frame that necessitates a certain (rigorous) oscillation.

I am now better placed to summarize some chatacteristics of a rigorous
oscillation. This summary is aided by a statement provided by Webb regarding the
task of theology in its thinking of gifting. While citing the following text may have

been of some benefit earlier in the thesis, its full import may now be exposed:

theology must deconstruct the tendency (inherent in extreme
polatizations) of collapsing one term in this binary pair into the other—
without synthesizing the two terms into some organic whole,
compartmentalizing them in an attempt to preserve the putity of each,

or teplacing them with a middle or mediating term.'™

Consider deconstructive theology’s multi-faceted work. First, Webb insists against
the collapse of cither excess or exchange into its other. This insistence should be
affirmed: otherwise, the gift would not be one. The present aporia insists on
oscillation rather than destruction. Second, there should be no organic synthesis: by
definition, the movement of oscillation is otherwise than synthesis or sublation.
The third regulation, which warns against compartmentalization, is somewhat
problematic: it may be argued that I have “compartmentalized” excess and
exchange during my analysis; however, analysis demands a certain degree of
loosening up (ana-lsis) if not compartmentalization. To be sute, any differentdation
in the present work is (pace Mation) not an attempt to “putify” each aspect of the
gift, for the gift’s paradoxicality lies precisely in their inter-contamination. The gift
is un/done snternally. Finally, does oscillation replace the two aspects of gifting
“with a middle or mediating term™? On the contrary, my insistence on oscillation

denotes the opposite: that one should not abandon either aspect of the gift.

10 Webb, TGG, 159, n. 2.
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Oscillation, by definition, involves the movement between two aspects or
“points”—the quotation marks denote their inter-contamination.

And so, oscillation does not collapse, organically synthesize, or mediate. And,
#f it “compartmentalizes,” it alio inter-contaminates. It seems that deconstructive

theology itself points in the direction of oscillation.

3.2.2 Caputo’s Intimations

At the risk of anachronism, one may pose the question we now face: does
Caputo oscillate? Different texts oscillate between oscillation and bias. 1 briefly
examine here sentiments exptessed in The Prayers and Tears of Jacques Derrida and
“Apostles of the Impossible.” In the former work, Caputo marks a discussion of
the question of the gift and indebtedness with an explicit avowal “to maintain the
greatest possible tension between fidelity and infidelity (Poznts, 150-151), between
the circle and the gift, to be paralyzed by this apotia and then to make a move
(when it is impossible).”” Caputo here encourages the maintenance of “the
greatest possible tension.” And, the greater the tension, the better the oscillation.

Caputo’s recognition of this tension, and the dual responsibility that comes
with it, is cleatly expressed when he explains that “the paradox of Abraham” is a
“paralyzing apotia” in which we are constantly “having to respond without reserve
to the singularity of the four awfre while at the same time meeting [our]
responsibilities to the generality of the law. . .”'® Hence, the vigilant Detrida and
Caputo do not succumb to any simplistic one-sidedness: while they plead for
graciousness and forgiveness over calculadon and indebtedness, they are not
prepared to do away with the citcle, duty, and debt altogether.

Caputo strives to maintain the greatest tension, but sometimes this intenton

becomes obscured. For instance, the following passage moves according to a

"2 Caputo, PTJD, 184, Caputo refers to Dertda’s Points . . . Interviews, 1974-1994, ed. Elisabeth
Weber, trans. Paggy Kamuf and others (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1995).

' Caputo, PTJD, 211.
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vocabulary of degree, even though it begins by excluding the circular (commerce,
duty, debt): “Forgiveness is the ultimate release from a/f economies . . . but oz into
a simple exteriority from the circle. Rather, forgiving loosens the circle of credit and
debt. . . . Forgiveness alone gives me responsibility withomt duty, duty withent debt,
debt withont being tied up [redigare '

The tension is also relaxed according to the following remark, in which
Caputo gets to the gist of The Gift of Death; hence, it is important to remember that
the remark may be more a reflection of the content of that text rather than a cleas-
cut delineation of Caputo’s thinking: “The point of Donner /a mort then is not to
undo faith but to insist on the an-economic character of faith, that faith is a/ways a
matter of the gift and giving, not a transaction between a creditor and debtor.”'* Is
faith afways about gifting and, by implication, #eger about transacting? Would faith
be strictly an-economic? Can faith be #hat pure? Isn’t faith marked or inter-
contaminated by gratuity and its other? I return to this line of inquiry when I explore
the question of indebtedns:z to God for the gift of creation (§ 4.2.4), but I offer
here the following possibility: that faith itself, like the gift itself, is aporetic insofar
as it is marked by uncalculability and calculation. Faith, it seems, may be more
Matthean (calculating and forgiving) than Abrahamic (purely extravagant).

To be sure, passionate writers like Caputo and Derrida are moved by the
impossibility of the pure gift (and a pure faith)—and who wouldn’t be? Who
wouldn’t want to uncalculatingly give unconditional gifts? Who wants to be
burdened by the otherwise-well-meaning gifts of others? As I mentioned in § 3.1.1,
Caputo and Derrida—and not only them—desire a more forgiving and /ess
calculating gifting. After all, they are spurred on by deconstruction, which, if there

is such a thing, would be ““[pJure morality,”” not the hypocritical morality of the

12 Caputo, PIfD, 227; emphases added. For another instance where calculation is excluded from
debt and responsibility, refer to Caputo, PTJD, 222, where Caputo refers to Derrida’s Specters of
Marx: The State of the Debt, the Work of Mourning, and the New International, trans. Peggy Kamuf (New
York: Routledge, 1994), ~

'* Caputo, PTJD, 218; (second) emphasis added.
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concrete and violent messianisms.'”® Amid their passions for the impossible, the
pure, the forgivable, and the peaceful, what saves Derridean and Caputocean
thinking from any pure and simple one-sidedness is their own remarkable
recognition that we cannot “escape” the circle (metaphysics, the subject, debt).

While Caputo’s intention in The Prayers and Tears of Jacques Derrida is the
maintenance of the tension between the gift and its rupture, perhaps he leans
towards the latter, though he has good cause, in light of the commercialism that
marks gifts and faiths. Nevertbeless, we should not telinquish the tightest tension
possible, and this means—even within the midst of the noble call for a more an-
economic gifting—that we should not silence or exclude calculadon and
indebtedness omright. The notion of debt should not be completely severed from
the question of the gift (if such severance were possible), if one wants to remain
faithful to the gift and its aporeticity.

Now, does “Apostles of the Impossible,” wherein Caputo expounds his
Villanovian concerns about Marion’s recourse to indebtedness, maintain this
tension? Does this text oscillate between the circle and its rupture? First of all, that
text risks being contaminated by the desire for purity that marks Marion’s thinking
{and also Derrida’s—refer to the next subsection). Caputo takes up this vocabulary
of infection in his Derridean critique of Marion’s bias towards indebtedness.
Caputo explains: “Derrida is worried about the contamination of credere, faith in the
gift, by credit, which makes the gift 2 medium of exchange . . .” and “he [Marion]
has introduced an afien horizon, a swhstance foreign to the terms of donation . . %

A pumber of comments are relevant here. Obviously, Caputo writes on
behalf of Derrida, and so it is difficult to gauge from this text whether Caputo
would excessively bias purity over exchange and contamination.'” Furthermore,

one recalls that, in previous wotks, Caputo openly declares his suspicion towards

B pT, TD, 221; Caputo cites Dernida’s “Passions: “An Oblique Offenng,™ trans. David Wood, in
Derrida, ON, 3-31,133, n. 3.
126 Caputo, A, 212, 213; emphases added except “credere.”

127 Caputo frequently qualifies his statements with the phrase: “From Demida’s point of view ., .”

Al 213,214 (x3).
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the pure: “I suspect purity generally,” he remarks in Against Ethics, and, in The
Prayers and Tears of Jacques Derrida, he wamns that “nothing is safe, pure, clean,
uncontaminated,” and that “nothing is ‘simply exterior’ to the citcle of self-
interest.””™® Hence, it is unclear to what extent Caputo would be “against”
circularity. In light of his previous comments, it is unlikely that he has succumb to
this desire for purity. Once again, it may be a matter of a slight bias (and desire for)
uncalculating gratuity and ceaseless forgiveness. (And one may forgive him for
that.)

Despite the risk of invoking a vocabulary of contamination in “Apostles of
the Impossible,” there is nevertheless an intimation of a kind of crucial oscillational
logic at wotk in that essay. Caputo implies that exchange (and therefore presence,
identification, knowledge, etc.) is not to be denied in any exaggerated sense. It
occurs at the point where hr: links the gift with the “mystical rose™ “the gift must
be like the rose, without why.”'® At first reading, one would think that tlu's.
coupling affirms the Derridean and Mationitic insistence on purifying the gift of
exchange: the why-less rose challenges the metaphysical desite for origin or cause.

However, the evocation of the rose should not be understood as a pure and
simple protest against causal thicking: in an eatlier note in the same essay (dealing
with another aspect of the Villanova exchange), Caputo states (with apparent
irony): “I think that Marion depends heavily upon the late Heidegger, despite his
critique of Heidegger’s second idolatry in God withont Being. Marion’s ‘gift’ looks a
lot like the mystical rose that blossoms without why, free from the principle of
sufficient reason and all causality, that Heidegger comments upon in The Principle of

Reasen . . "™ Is it possible to read this note as indicative of a suspicion towards the

18 AE, 53; PTJD, 225; also refer to 4E, ch. 6 (titled “Almost Perfect Fools™).

12 Caputo, AI, 213. The phease is coined by Angelus Silesius (a.k.a Johann Scheffler, 1624-1677) in
The Cherubinic Wanderer, Bk. I: 289, trans. Mada Shrady (New York: Paulist Press, 1986), 54
[hereafter Silesivs, TCW], and recalled by Heidegger in “Lecture Five” of The Prindiple of Reason,
trans. Reginald Lilly (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1991), 32-40, 35£. Caputo discusses, in
some detail, the rose, Silesius, Eckhart, and Heidegger in The Mystical Element in Heidegeer's Thonght
(Athens, Ohio: University of Ohic Press, 1978} [hereafter Caputo, MEH), ch. 3.

130 Caputo, A, 220, n. 29.
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notion of the rose that is completely without why (reason, causality, identification)?
This much may be stated here: if the rose is a gift, and the gift may be partially
grasped but nevertheless elusive, then the rose cannot be completely without why.

One locates a second textual indication of a resistance towards a fully-fledged
abandonment of exchange (and presence, knowledge, etc.) in “Apostles of the
Impossible.” Caputo is wary of Mation’s passionate opposition in “In the Name”
towards the Arians and their metaphysics of presence. Caputo states (with further
irony): “Far from being the inalterable fate of theology, or mystical theology,
Marion centends, the ‘metaphysics of presence’ is actually a heresy. True theology
is always a ‘theology of absence,” not a metaphysics of presence.”™ Tt seems that
Caputo calls into question Marion’s elevation of the thinking of absence and a
concomitant degradation of (the metaphysics of) presence.

Hence, in “Apostles of the Impossible,” one finds indications that Caputo
seems to acknowledge the danger involved with privileging one aspect (absence,
excess, unknowability) at the expense of the other (presence, exchange, and
knowledge). But why is such a bias against reason and causality questionable? Why
shouldn’t the rose and the gift be thought according to absence and unknowability?
At the sisk of sounding scandalously metaphysical, one must ask: are the rose and
the gift absolutely withont why? Who can say whether the gift and the rose are
completely “why-less”™ On the contrary, shouldn’t we offer the following
possibility: that the gift and the rose may be weth-and-withon! why—as paradoxical as
this possibility seems?

Obviously, this line of inquity conftonts the powerful destabilization of
metaphysical modes of thinking (such as causality and the ptivileging of the
present) heralded by thinkers like Heidegger, Derrida, and Marion. Unfortunately,
an exposition and examination of the much-needed critiques of the metaphysics of

presence lies beyond the domain of this thesis, even though the present study

i Caputo, ~1I, 218, n. 9. Caputo adds: *.. . . Does not this condemnation of presence itself imply a
desire for piesence . . .? Does it not imply a politics of presence, an onto-theo-politics, a policing
operation from which theology does not sufficienily distance itself?” This question is also broached
in Manolopoulos, IWMT.

132

On The Way To Oscillation

borders this crucial question. However, what may be posited here is that these
critiques nevertheless demand a certain self-critique—at least in light of the gift-
aporia, and its relation to the metaphysical.. Any absolute suspension of reason and
all cavsality from a thinking of gifting appears to be an exvessie move. The
abandonment of metaphysics, the denial of knowledge, of identification, of
exchange (if such things were possible), would be an extreme gesture, even if it is a
noble gesture that means to save the “pure” gift.

Why would the denial of metaphysics be extreme? Because the gift requires
that it be identified in the present, even though the gift nevertheless both exceeds it
and is un/done by it. Otherwise, the recipient could not be able to idendfy it.
Pethaps the gift and the rose are guasimystical: knowable and unknowable,
insctibed in exchange and beyond it, identifiable and elusive, real and hyper-real.
The tose and the gift need to be identified in the present: otherwise they would not
be known. And so, our reception of the gift and the rose requires an oscillating
receptivity: a recognition that is nevertheless exceeded.

Caputo appears to sense the dangers of both an excessive anti-metaphysical
“mysticism of gifting” (my phrase) and a “metaphysics of absence™ (Caputo’s
phrase). However, in a text like “Apostles of the Impossible,” Caputo does not
move beyond this hesitancy, which would demand that the gift be explicitly
affirmed in 4/its madness: that the gift is somehow—contradictorily, paradoxically,
miraculously—matked by both grawmity and circulatity, freedom and exchange,
elusiveness and identification, If a rose is a gift (and if all the roses in the wotld are
gifts, and if all the world is a gift), then 1 propose that it is a gift because it blossoms

with and without why.

3.2.3 Derrida’s Saving/Abandon (Almost)

Does Derrida’s writing oscillate between freedom and identification or does it
ever become static or biased? In short, has Derrida’s writing—a writing that has

scandalously exposed the gift’s aporeticity—remained faithful to the aporeticity of
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the gift? A study of the question of oscillation in relation to Derrida’s work may
begin with the very text (Grven Time) that provokes the necessity of a double
movement. While Given Time calls attention to the gift’s gratuity, it does not deny or
eliminate the question of citculat economy.

A series of statements reflects Derrida’s acknowledgment of exchange. A first
affirms the relation between the two aspects of the gift: “Now the gift, if there s any,
would no doubt be related to economy. . . . But is not the gift, if there is any, alo
that which interrupts economy?”'** The term “also” belongs to the lexicon of

o 1

oscillation (which also includes phrases like “on the one hand .. .,” “at the same
time,” etc.): the gift is not only “related to [exchange and money] economy” but it
also interrupts it. When thinking gifting, one should think it in terms of commerce
as well as its other.

The following statement is also instructive in this regard: “One should not
necessatily flee or condemn circularity. . . . One must, in a certain way of course,
inhabit the citcle, turn around in it, live there a feast of thinking, and the gift, the
gift of thinking, would be no stranger there.” One should not run away from
exchange (assuming evasion were possible—and even noble); on the contrary, one
should turn around in it “in a eertain way” Oscilladon is just such a movement: it
turns around in the circle but also desires and thinks its interruption or counter-
movement. Oscillation is “no stranger” when it deals with commesce, and ye? is also
at home with its other: the unconditional. Surely oscillation is one “certasn way” of
moving and dwelling in the circle that nevertheless allows one to move and dwell in
the gift's other home (linearity, freedom, excess). Oscillation moves from one
home to the other, never settling down. Like the gift, or the prodigal: it returns, and
leaves again, and so on.

I point to one mote text to demonstrate that Given Time reflects the
aporeticity of the gift by oscillating between its contrary aspects. As I noted in my

Introduction, Derrida explains that gift/ing would have to occur on a plane that

132 Derrida, GT, 7; second emphasis added.
% Detrida, GT, 9.
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exceeds human subjectivity, for subjectivity necessarily inscribes the gift in
exchange. Does this mean that human agency must be suspended when thinking
gifting? No: “There must be chance, encounter, the involuntaty, even
unconsciousness or disorder, and there must be intentional freedom, and these two
conditions must—miraculously, graciously—agree with each other.”" There must
be the characteristics of excess (“chance,” “unconsciousness,” and so on) and the
characteristics of constitution (“intentional freedom,” consciousness, and so on),
and these two aspects “miraculously, graciously” acquiesce. Oscillation respects and
reflects this miraculous and gracious acquiescence.

Does Detrida continue to maintain this kind of oscillating movement when
confronted with the question of the gift-aporia? Does this oscillational thinking
transpire duting his discussion with Mation at Villanova? A number of passages in
“On the Gift” indicate a cessation of the tension. In a passage where Derrida
summarizes Marion’s position on the gift, and having just mentioned Given Time,

Derrida argues:

As soon as a gift—not a Gegebenbeif, but a gift—as soon as a gift is
identified as a gift, with the meaning of a gift, then it is canceled as a
gift. . .. So I dissociate the gift from the present. . . . The event called
gift is totally heterogeneous 1o theoretical identification, to
phenomenological identification. . . . The gift is totally foreign to the
horizon of economy, ontology, constantive statements, and theoretical
determination and judgment. But in doing so, I did not intend to simply
give up the task of accounting for the gift, for what one calls gift, not
only in economy but even in Christian discourse. In The Giff of Death, 1
try to show the economy at work, the economic axiomatc at work, in

some Christian texts.'®

In his effort to save the gift from the totalizing grip of knowledge (which would
undo it), Derrida participates in a kind of totalizing thinking himself. He employs 2

P Derrida, GT, 123.
> Derrida and Marion, OG, 59.
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vocabulary of totalizaton: “The event called gift is /erally heterogeneous to
theotetical identificaion,” and “The gift is #/afly foreign to the horizon of
economy, ontology, knowledge . . .” These kinds of assertions are problematic. As I
have argued above, the identificaton of the gift is essential, even if this
identification is incomplete and overrun by excess. If the gift were absolutely
“foreign to the horizon of economy, ontology, knowledge, constative statements,
and theoretical determnination and judgment,” then it would remain agbsolntely
imperceptible and one would wonder how the word “gift” even enters language.

When Derrida decides to “dissociate the gift from the present,” judging by
the totalizing tone of the text, it seems this dissociation would be a ckan cnt. But
oscillation teaches otherwise: the present is essential to the gift. Without
presence—as “impure” as it may be—the gift would not be received as a gift.
Hence, the gift and the present 4o associate, even though this “association” is
marked by an aporeticity that leaves us overwhelmed. In this state of perplexity,
Derrida had previously (and rightly) named this association or agreement
“miraculous” and “gracious.” The above-quoted passage demonstrates that, during
the Villanova exchange, Dertida refuses to figute the gift in all its aporeticity by
denying it its presence (exchange, circularity, constitutability).

The totalizing vocabulatry that marks the above-quoted passage therefore
requires cortection. Lexicons of traversal and degree seem to more satisfactorily
gauge the gift’s aporeticity: the gift fraverses presence and absence; the gift is partially
open to theoretical identification. Thinking according to logics of traversal or
degree redresses this bias against presence. I noted above how Schmitz’s The G
Creation employs this kind of vocabulary (§ 2.1.2). Likewise, Homner utilizes the
lexicon of traversal, and especially at a very interesting moment in her wotk: when
describing how Derrida attempts to think the gift. During a discussion of Detrida’s
text-gift to Lévinas, “At This Very Moment in This Text Here I Am,” Horner
explains: “Derrida’s gift springs from a desire to give to Levinas, but his gift can

only be achieved by playing along its fault lines, because it fraverses the interface
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P3¢ “Trayersal” and “interface™ are terms that better

between gift and economy.
capture the contradictoriness of the gift and the intet-contamination of its aspects.
“Traversal” and “interface” better capture that which is both possible and
necessary: partial perception, description, identification.

The gift is divided—"division” in this context is stated with absolute
affirmation. The gift is @/ 2be same time gratuitous (and therefore imperceptible) and
identifiable (and therefore perceptible). And, in order to remain faithful to the
paradoxical nature of the gift, phraseologies of traversal and degree seem to offer
the opportunity to remain faithful to the paradoxical nature of the gift.

Now, Derrida’s bias against exchange may be refigured as a kind of yearning
for the pure gift—the unconditional gift that remains unmarked by the “stain” of
presence, identification, and exchange. This yearning, which verges on a kind of
desite for purity (which I questioned, but also identified with, in the ptevious
subsection), is made manifest in the very text that Derrida cites in the above-
mentioned passage—T7The Gift of Death. In that text, Derrida employs a lexicon of
infection to critique the “contamination” of the gift by exchange: “The moment the
gift, however generous it be, is 7nfected with the slightest hint of calculation, the
moment it takes account of knowledge or recognition, it falls within the ambit of
an economy . . .”*" According to Derrida, the gift becomes infected and fallen—
and disappears. This emotive kind of lexicon blurs Detrida’s otiginal insight: that
the gift is marked by the contradictory aspects of “purity” (freedom, linearity, etc.)
and “impurity” (exchange, circularity, etc.).”™ Defining these aspects as “pure”

(good) and impure” (bad) risks privileging the former aspect.

138 Horner, RGG, 207; emphases added. Derrida’s essay appears in Re-reading Letinas, ed. Robert
Bernasconi and Simon Critchley (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1991), 11-48. This essay,
like many other Dertidean texts, deals with the issue of gifting. Homer’s reading of this text
according to a theological problematic of the gift is excellent. RGG, 205-208,

1 Dernda, GD, 112; emphasis added.

¥ Merold Westphal, for instance, acknowledges the original (initial) “Derridean claim that there is
no pure pift, no gift completely cccentric to the economy of exchange” “Approprating
Postmodernism,” in Westphal, PPCT, 1-10, 7.
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According to a logic of oscillation, debt and, more broadly, exchange are »of

Lk

“foreign” to the gift, nor do they “contaminate” it from outside. Exchange is
elemental to it: otherwise, the gift would not be recognized or received in our
everydayness. Or, if one wants to employ the vocabulary of contamination to
desctibe the gift, one would have to insist that gratuity and exchange inter-
contaminate each other. As is discussed in more detail below, of coutse the aspect
of exchange should not overwhelm the gift: otherwise, the gift cannot be
differentiated from the bribe, the tthe, and so on. How is this overwhelming
avoided? By emphasizing the gift’s gratuity, but not freezing in it—for this would
merely reverse the siasis (fixing the gift according to one of its clements). After all,
stasis is the opposite of oscillation. One respects the gift’s division or multiplicity by
ceaselessly oscillating between its two basic aspects.

Derrida’s denial of any possible “theoretical or phenomenological
identification” of the gift, and the espousal of an absolute nonrelation between the
gift and the “horizon of economy, ontology, constantive statements, and theoretical
determination and judgment” is excessive. As Derrida’s own comments stipulate in
Given Time, the gift “would no doubt be related to economy.”

In the above-quoted passage, Derrida does not merely privilege excess but he
resolutely denies identification. Thete is no oscillation there. What does this mean
in terms of an aporetics of the gift? Derrida’s aporetics is in this instance oz aporetic
enongh. There is an excessive (severe) apohaticism at work there: an absolute
insistence on our inability to identify the gift denies the possibility of perceiving
creation as a gift. An excessive apophaticism converts or reverses total
citcumsctiption {arguably traditional epistemology’s ultimate ambition) to total
non-circumscription (the claim that there is no access to any [small “k™] knowledge
or [small “t”} truth). One needs to alternate between these two extremes—the gift
requires it. To be sure, the thing itself slips away, but it slips away frez one’s gtasp.
It slips away: the gift is partally grasped.

A second text takes Detrida’s excessiveness to the extreme. It occurs when

Derrida outlines his version of Marion’s “deepest ambition” (discussed above).
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Derrida claims:

Finally, we have the word gift in our culture. We received it; it functions
in the Western lexicon, Western culture, in religion, in economics, and
so on. I try to struggle with the aporias which are located in this
heritage. . . . But at some point I am ready to give up the word. Since
this word is finally contradictory, I am ready to give up this word at

some point."

This decisive passage bears repeating: Derrida acknowledges that our culture is gift-
ed with the word “gift.” It functions in all manner of spheres: cultural, religious,
economic. Derrida admirably wrestles with the aporias located in the heritage of the
gift in our culture. Indeed, Derrida’s “struggle,” marked, no doubt, by a healthy
dose of play and (irreverent) joy, inspired this very study. But it seems the gift-
aporia has (almost) won the tussle: Derrida is ready to give up the fight by giving up
the word “gift.”” The revealer (and reveler?) par excellence of the contradictotiness of
this apotia is ready to give it up after years of struggling with it.

Straightaway, a number of qualifiers are warranted before I proceed. First
(and perhaps most obviously), one may account for this striking capitulation as an
instance of Detrridean dramatics."" French philosophets are known, after all, for
their melodramatic styles.'" Perhaps Derrida’s apparent desite to give up the word
“gift” is a taciic to emphasize its paradoxicality: the gift is 5o aporstic Dertida is ready
to give it up. Second, it should also be noted that Derrida is a #he brink of giving up
the gift: he is “ready to give up the word at some point,” but one remains unsure

(undecided) whether he has reached it. Has Derrida teached this point?

% Derrida and Marion, OG, 67; emphasis added.

"' One is unable to establish by the letter of the text whether these words are uttered with itony or

playfulness. One can only go by the letter of the text.

"1 Merold Westphal expresses it poignantly: “French intellectuals seem to feel a deep need to
shock and scandalize.” Westphal, “Positive Postmodemism as Radical Hermeneutics,” in The Very
Idea of Radical Hermeneutics, ed. Roy Martinez (Atantic Highlands, N.J.: Humanities Press, 1997), 48-
63, 55.
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One may argue that Derrida has allowed himself a small opening, in case he
decides he is ready to resume the struggle with the gift-aporia. A small opening—in
spite of the fact that he employs a vocabulary of finality, epitomized by the word
“finafly” (mentioned twice in this passage). Of course, what has become
increasingly apparent in the coutse of this study is that there is no finality to the
gift-aporia. Hence the need for oscillation: there is no finality to oscillation;
oscillation is a constant (and consequently dizzying, maddening) movement.

Finally, Derrida’s desite to give up the word “gift” is perhaps borne of the
frustration of having to hold the tension in the gift. We humans—especially we
post-Enlightenment humans who pethaps retain a desite to understand
everything—are exasperated by our inability to fully comprehend and contain the
aporia of the gift. This exasperation is understandable, but one should not give in
to it. The aporeticity of the gift must be saved, even at the cost of exasperation.

Taking into consideration the above qualifications, one nevertheless finds the
above passage astounding. Why astonnding? Derrida’s admission is astounding
because the thinker of the gift-aporia par excellence, and the thinker who implicitly
employs something of an oscillating or oscillational logic to respectfully reflect the
gift’s contradictoriness in Given Time, has finally given up on the gift—or is at least
ready to.

But what should one do? Should one continue to fight the good fight?
Struggles are, after all, demanding: one grows weary wrestling. Nevertheless, we
should never give up the gift. First and foremost, it should nof be given up precisely
becanse it is contradictory. Annoying as it may be, the word, concept, and
phenomenon of gifting is an example par exellence of the paradoxical It is a
powerful reminder of unconditionality and excess, as well as our inability to
“escape” from conditionality and exchange. It is precisely because the gift is
marked by two remarkably contradictory moments or movements (“pure” freedom
and “impure” identification) that the word “gift” should be saved. This word and
phenomenon may remind us, if we think about it carefully and persistently enough,

that there is an unresolvable tension between the one and the other. We think,
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wortk, play in this tension. We thetefore need to oscillate, as unflinchingly as we

can, between the “pure” and “impure.”

Paralyzed But Oscillating In The Aporia

At one point in “Apostles of the Impossible,” Caputo makes the following
observation: “In ‘On the Gift,” the focal issue between Martion and Derrida is once
again the question of givenness and presence, and once again they share a mutual
concern, /o save the gift in the face of the aporia which they both agree is well formulated
in Given Tine”'" Now, “to save the gift in the face of an aporia” is precisely the
issue at stake in this thesis. The phrase may be understood in two ways. The gift
may be saved from the aporia: Marion saves the gift by taking it away from the
horizon of exchange and relocating it in the safer horizon of givenness, though one
still seems to be in debt or indebted. And, while Detrida attempts to think the gift
as that which interrupts—or even gifts—circularity, the aporia nevertheless seems so
overwhelming that he is “ready to give up the word {gift].” When Marion and
Derrida face this apotia, they “save” the gift by removing it from either exchange
or language.

Allernatively, the gift may be saved by the apotia, even though, and at the same
time, the gift disappears 7# the aporia. Despite the temptations (which are
somewhat overwhelming for Marion and Desrida—and perhaps for us all), there is
no need for a face-off between the gift and the apotia. Gift and aporia: together.
The aporia (freedom/exchange) is what makes the gift im/possible; and, even.
though we crave the pure, unconditonal gift, we cannot deny commerce: how
could we identify the gift-—save cconomically? We would be unable to fathom the
unfathomable world-gift if we refused to face head-on hoth aspects of the aporia.
The gift is both knowable and enigmatic; it is both perceivable and elusive—in a

word, aporetic.

42 Caputo, AT, 200; emphasis added.
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And so, there is no need to give up the word “gift” (Derrida), nor to remove
it from exchange altogether (Marion); on the contrary, we should face it head-on in
all its entangling aporeticity. If there is no way en? of the gift-aporia, then an
appropriate way #hrongh it is to oscillate within it. As chapters 2 and 3 of the present
study reveal, the gift-apotia appeats to be unresolvable, and so our thinking should
resolutely oscillate between the gift’s two basic aspects: freedom and identification.

A resolution in favor of oscillaton fulfils the theoretical ambition of the
present work: to think the gift as faithfully as possible, according to its apotetic
framework. However, dwelling on the idea of the gift-aporia proves to be
instructive ofkdlogically: thinking through the gift-aporia discloses a way of thinking
our interrelation with the creation-gift: if what-is is a gift, and if the gift is an aporia
whose reception involves oscillation, then we should oscillationally interact with the
creation-gift-aporia. But how do we—and how should we——oscillationally receive

creation? I take up this question in the following chapter.
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Sketching An Oiko/theo/logical Ethos

The present meditation is committed to two basic endeavors. The first
venture, following Derrida’s aporetics of gifting as developed in Giver Time,
involved an extended meditation on the gift’s aporeticity. 1 undetlined the
multivalent tendetings of the “gift” in the Bible, and then pinpointed the moments
when archival theology reflected on the gift’s competing aspects of excess and
exchange (§ 2.1). In the twentieth century, the gift-paradox was broached with
more rigor and vigor. Theologically, the work of Schmitz, Webb, and Marion

demonstrated this new or renewed interest, and I discussed the ways in which theit

thinking of the gift is caught up in the gift’s aporeticity (§ 2.2). In the thitd chapter,

Marion’s philosophy of the gift was considered, and I indicated that even this
radical rethinking seems to end up ensconced in the gift’s apotetcity (§ 3.1). The
suggestion was made that, if we continue to accept the conventional definiton of
gift (that which is freely given and identified as such), we cannot “solve” the gift-
aporia by siding with either its gratuity or circularity, but that its aporeticity is best
honoted by maintaining the tension between its two basic elements. I described the
maintenance of this tension in terms of oscilation: a ceaseless movement in
diverging directions that respects and reflects the double movement in/of the gift.
Paralyzed, we oscillate in the gife (§ 3.2).

A second undertaking remains, which could only be propetly engaged after
having traversed the first: to think the gift-aporia and its oscillation as # concerns
creafton. In the present chapter, I set forth some of the ways in which an
oscillational thinking of gifting relates to how we may interact with the web of
creation. The thesis therefore moves in an overtly eco-ethical direction: the
remaining task involves a delineation of the ways in which an oscillational thinking
of gifting may enter the service of ozkology: of tright relations with the creation-gift,
which entails the restriction of~—and (one hopes) an end f0—its degradation.
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But how is “the ethical” construed hete? This chapter sketches elements of
an éhos. The Greek word #hos origimlly means “an accustomed place” and

2} 4L

therefore has a scope which extends beyond “character,” “morality,” or “custom”
to acknowledge and embrace our inhabitation in creation.' The éhos of a radically
egalitarian  aporetics of gifting therefore deviates from fundamentally
anthropocenttic and systera-building ethics, such as utilitarianism and deontology.”
This broader, deeper term better reflects gifting’s prior-ity and transgression of any
formulaic ethics. Webb, for instance, questions whether excess could possess an
ethics: “does excess have an ethics?” and recognizes that “Excess, after all, is not
easily moralized.”

In words echoing Fleidegger’s, and raising notions that recur in the present

chapter, Foltz outlines some of the concerns of ézhos:

It concerns the bearing through which we comport ourselves toward
entities. . . . It concerns whether we conserve and look after entities—
allowing them to be what they are . . —or whether we seck revenge for
their non-transparency to our gaze and their non-accessibility to our
demands for total control. It concerns whether our bearing towards
entities is the gentleness that gathers in the peace and stillness . . . or the
evil and malice of the destructive and inflammatory . . .*

The éthos sketched here therefore has to do with our comportment towards
creation. Howevet, some of the other nuances of “the ethical” are also implied and

refigured; for instance, the notion of é#bes as custom is an important one: one of the

' The word “éthos” criginally denotes “an accustomed place: hence in plur. seats, haunts, abodes,
first, of beasts, but afterwards of men [sic].” Only later does it denote “custom, usage, habit.”
Liddell and Scott, AL, 303.

? Refet 1o Foltz, ITE, 170f; also refer to Ruether, GG, 225.

3 Webb, TGG, 84; NSE, 433. Of course, Webb nevertheless sketches a Christtan ethics that
attempts to reflect excess. Webb, TGG, 140. Webb also obscrves that excess cannot be easily
politicized: “One possible limitation of these moments [of epiphany, excess] is their apolitical
character.” Webb, NSE, 436. Also refer to Mardon, BG, 88.

* Foltz, ITE, 169; the cited passage forms part of Foltz’s excellent exposition of Heidegger's
retrieval of “éthos.” TTE, 166-176.
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hopes of this aporetics is that the perception of what-is as a gift (eventually)
becomes customary or habitual, a habit that will contribute to a gentler inhabitation
of the creation-gift. After all, this ébos conttbutes to the effort of erasing bad
habits like instrumentalization, manipulation, and destruction.

I can only present a sketch of certain aspects of a gift-ézhos, for an extensive
delineation would require a prolonged meditation, and the guestion of right
relations is obviously expansive and complex. However, there are also two basic
advantages with the provision of an outline. First, an overview of some of the most
crucial aspects of an aporetic #hos ensures that I do not focus on one aspect and
thereby risk the neglect of another, which is precisely the imperative of oscillation.
Second, the sketch itself reflects the oscillational logic at wotk (as will become
evident). In the first section of the chapter, I discuss the ways in which the
creation-gift’s excess overwhelms us, focusing on the effects of silence (§ 4.2.1) and
what I term “tremblings” (bewilderment, wonder, etc) (§ 4.1.2). In the second
section, some of the most significant reactions by the active agent are exarnined:
letting-be (4.2.1), udlity (§ 4.2.2), enjoyment (§ 4.2.3), and return (§ 4.2.3). My
intention is to show how an oscillating ébos, marked by these indelibly
interconnected receptions and interactions, forms an eco/theo/logically
appropriate interface with the creation-gift: hence, each of the sections deals with
philosophical, ecological, and ecotheological issues.

The kind of éthes enunciated hete is certainly concomitant with the cote
values of environmental ethics (reverence, letting-be, resistance against
instrumentalism and destruction, etc.). The present chapter attempts to contribute
to the formation and sustenance of a radical oskological sensibility or

consciousness.” However, what is different about the present contribution is that

® My immediate concern is to contribute to the transformation of people’s perceptions of, and
relations with, creation. Of course, what is also required is radical as/twra/ transformation. However,
like McFague in The Body of God, my present task 1s an attempt to “change sensibilities,” and the
study “does not ptetend to solve the intricate, complex dilemmas and issues that we face in every
dimension of our personal, communal, and political lives.” McFague, TBG, 11, 202; also refer to
McFague, SNC, 1-2, 4-7. On the question of socio-political transformation, refer to, e.g.,, Ruether,
GG, ch. 10.
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this éfhos is engendered by a relentlessly aporetic-oscillational thinking of gift/ing.
Thus, I do not move “from” an aporetics “to” an éhes, but rather explicitly

extrapolate the é#hos of this aporetics.

41 AN OVERWHELMING EXCESS

Throughout the present wotk, I have referred to the notion that the gift
precedes and exceeds the subject: this was highlighted in Derrida’s and Marion’s
reflections on the gift (Introduction, § 3.1.1). Like Derrida and Marion, Schmitz
also emphasizes the gift’s precedence, with specific reference to the creaton-gift:
“Creation is to be understood as the reception of a good not due in any way, so that
thete cannot be even a subject of that reception, there is not something which receives, but

»h

rather sheer receiving” Note the displacement of the subject in that passage. Schmitz
recognizes the gift-event as something that surpasses the subject: there is “sheer
receiving.”

However, the subject must also enter the scene of gifting in order for the gift
to be identified as such: if the gift is not recognized as such by a knower, then how
could it appear as a gift? The subject necessarily enters the thinking of gifting,
Nonetheless, Schmitz is cotrect in identifying the priot-ity of gifting. Of coutse,
little may be stated about the pre-conscious self: like Freud’s “subconscious,” it
precedes and eludes the discursive subject. Nevertheless, there are a number of
ways in which we may be reminded of the creation-gift’s excess, which, in turn,
evoke certain feelings and actions by the reflective agent.

In what ways are we pre- or scmi-consciously reminded of creation’s priot-ity
and giftness? The gift overwhelms us in a number of ways and with a number of
effects. Marion’s phenomenology offers a vivid portrayal of the given gift’s
overcoming of the recipient, particulatly sirce Marion intends “to describe how and

how far, in the appearing, the initiative belongs in principle to the phenomenon,

8 Schmitz, TGC, 33; emphase: added.
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not the gaze [of the human observer].” The phenomenon’s “initiative” or freedom
is cast in violent terms, signaling the extent of this excess: the given phenomenon

2

“ctashes,” “explodes” over consciousness, it “comes upon me,” it “bursts forth.,”

Free of human beings’ metaphysical calculations, the independent phenomenon

Y

surges up and ascends in a “free and autonomous coming forward . . ¥ Marion
cites the computer as an example of the provocatively self-given phenomenon.
Mation admits that, as an object, it is both “available” and “knowable.”"" But even
as a piece of equipment, it overwhelms and occupies the operarot: the computer
“tames my hand, exasperates my patience, and burdens my memory,” and “makes a
request of me, mobilizes me, makes me contribute—comes upon me.”"

In light of these kinds of observations in which creation (and its individual
phenomena) overwhelms the self and its subjectivity, it is vital that the gift’s excess
be discussed in some detail, for, as I explain, this overwhelming may be ecologically
insightful. In this section, I outline two important categories of phenomena that
characterize the reception of, and response towazds, the excess-ful creation-gift: the
category of silence or besyhia (§ 4.1.1); and, the group of phenome: iike
bewildermeac and wonder (and even “terror”), collectively titled here as
“wemblings” (§ 4.1.2). One may propose that these are “passive” receptions of the
creation-gift tather than any fully-fledged “active” responses by self-mastered
subjectivities: if creation gifts itself in excess (freedom, gratuity), it exceeds and
precedes the knowing subject (as Marion, Derrida, Schmirz, and Webb argue): we

receive our selves and each other prior to the formation of the subject. Thete is,

therefore, a crucial difference (but also a degree of convergence) between (passive)

’ Marion, BG, 159.

® Mation, BG, 151, 159; also refer to e.g. BG, 202, 283.
? Marion, BG, 122.

¥ Marion, BG, 127.

! Marion, BG, 128. Marion therefore reverses an Eckhartian thicking of the gifts reception:
Eckhart states: “So it is with God’s gifts: they have to be measured according to him who is to
receive them and not according to the one who gives them.” Eckhart, “Sermon feven,” in Fox, Br,
116.
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reception and (active) respanse: the phenomenon of what-is precedes the autonomous 1.
If the gift foreshadows and exceeds subjectivity, then we receive our selves before
we are able to regpond in any intentional or deliberate way; our passivity prefigures
any conscious response to the gift.

But how and why should the question of the gift's reception—as opposed to
the subject’s regponse—form part of a thoughtful and practical éhos? The question of
reception is broached because this éthos surpasses an ethics that focuses exclusively on
the actions of the self-possessed subject. This chapter therefore begins with that
which precedes human agency: in other words, it begins with 2bat which is done to us.
It is necessary to indicate ways in which freely given creation affects us—ways that

ate ecologically instructive and inspirational.

4.1.1 Silences

The reception of the creation-gift precedes and exceeds discourse. That is
why the complex question of sk is essential to an oike-aporetics of gifting. What
has “silence” to do with the teception of freely given creation? If/since the
creation-gift prefigures discursive subjectivity, then, by definition, a prior or
immemorial silence (for there are others) marks the reception of the overwhelming
gift.” Webb incisively observes the way in which Derrida’s work engages and
reflects the question of silence. Webb explains: “His [Derrida’s] discourse is
underwritten by a strategic (and yet essential) hesitation or indecision that enables
him to prolong what he does not want to say.”” Why does Detrida hesitate?
Because he realizes that discourse amounts to exchange: by discussing the gift, one
inscribes the gift in exchange.

The gift requires silence: “hyperbole [excess], for Derrida, cannot be related

to the give-and-take of conversation, and thus it is impossible to attend to excess in

2 Mation astutely notes the following: “We know silences of contempt and of joy, of pain and of
pleasure, of consent and of solitude.” GIWB, 53-54.

3 Webb, TGS, 78-79.
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a constructive manner. . . . Hyperbole is the silence within which the gift must be
both given and received.”™ But isn’t silence itself a response—albeit a subtle, less
intrusive reaction? Whether one responds with silence or gratitude, the gift is
returned. The theorist of the gift, together with every gift-recipient, faces a double
bind: to theorize/return the gift undoes the gift by undoing its gratuity. To remain
silent is itself a response that erases the gift’s linearity. Return seems inevitable
when the silence is the silence of the discursive agent.

Nevertheless, silence is an exemplary response by the active subject for the
following reasons. First, it is as close to “non-response” as exchange and
subjectivity permit: it is a kind of “response-without-response.” Even though
conscious, discursive silence is a reacton, it is nevertheless an exceptional attempt
to reflect the overflowing gift. It reflects the excess that precedes and exceeds
discourse. Silence excels in its resistance to any exaggerated kinds of citcularity
(such as gratitude, indebtedness, or even hostility). In other words, a certain silence
by the active agent (as impossible as it appeats to be) reflects and respects the gift’s
freedom.

This silence is crucial on eco-critical and eco-ethical grounds. The following

statement by Webb deserves lengthy citation in terms of the theoretical and ethical

repercussions of silence:

Detrida’s comments about silence are suggestve. Think of the ways in
which some religious traditions, like Quakers or Trappists, use silence
in excessive ways in order to interrupt the demands for explanation and
reciprocadon. To enter into silence is to leave behind the give and take
of conversation and to join a communal space where what is given is
received without the nced for counting and balancing. Put simply,
silence suggests that all questions do not need to be answered. . . . To
pause in silence before the gift is not to ignore it but to give it the only

response that can be given in kind."”

¥ Webb, TGG, 73.
B \Webb, TGG, 171, n. 5.
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Apart from the fact that Webb ends this inspiring passage by figuring silence in the
language of exchange economy (silence tesponds “in kind”), it is constituted by a
number of insightful remarks. First, silence disrupts the knowing subject’s all-
consuming desire “for explanation and teciprocation,” “for counting and
balancing,” for answering evety question. One could propose that, in a certain way,
this silence is the other of knowledge: to remain silent (to state nothing) is to
acknowledge excess and unknowing. The call to silence is not new. As Marion
points out in God Withon! Being, the respect paid to this kind of silence has a long
and distinguished history—Atistotle, Origen (185-232), (Pseudo-)Dionysius (sixth
century), Wittgenstein, Heidegger, etc—even though the “object” of this silence
has usually been God.' My contention is that the excess that marks the cteation-
gift requires the same kind of silence.

Second, note Webb’s reference to Quakers and Trappists. As with the
western philosophical and theological history of this “wise silence” (Dionysius®
phrase), the spiritual practice of hegychia (silence, stillness) also has a long history in
the West." Very early on in Christianity, this practice developed in a variety of
religious movements and orders, and persists today in institutional and more
informal forms. While the practice of Jesychia may be marked by mystical intentions
(contemplation, illumination, theosis), this silence counteracts any religious tendency
towards exchange and indebtedness. Furthermore, one may identify a relation
between silence and eskdlogy: it is little wonder, for example, that the Trappist
writer and activist, Thomas Merton (1915-1968), who taught and practiced besyohia,
was also a deeply ecological thinker.'" Futthermore (as 1 note below), thete is an
obvious link between silence and letting-be: by definition, one can only let things be

by being silent and still.

16 Refer to Marion, GIVB, 53-60.

17 No doubt, begychia finds its expression in other-than-Christian spiritualities. Refer to, e.g, Paths fo
the Heart: Sufism and the Christian East, ed. James 8. Cutsinger (Louisville: Fons Vitae, 2002).

'8 Refer to the following texts: Merton and Hesychasn:: The Prayer of the Heart, ed. Jonathan Montaldo
(Louisville: Fons Vitae, 2002); When the Trees Say Nothing: Writings on Nature by Thomas Merton, ed.
Kathleen Deignan (Notre Dame, IN.: Sonn Books, 2003).
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The practice of Jesychia, whether in institutionalized or other forms, also
forms or informs an eco-éfhos: silence makes room for anto/ poiésts and therefore
allows pragmata to be gifts. This kind of silence does not destroy. By reminding
ourselves of the creaton-gift’s excess, the subject may practice a silence that
protects and promotes what-is. The need for Jysechia is crucial (and obvious):
creation is inundated by the damaging “noise” of excessive gpistémé and techné.

Silence, it seems, would be the proper language of gifting. But it is important
to remember that the gift also requires its recognition: therefore discourse is also
proper to the gift. Webb rightly oscillates between silence and discourse: “To
account for the gift, to theorize its destination, is to reject the gift altogether, yet the
gift demands some sott of response.”” And so, Webb concludes: “Langnage is the
gift that makes the discourse on giving both possible and impossible.”® We should

oscillate between silence and discourse.

4.1.2 Tremblings

Silence is not the only indicator of the creation-gift’s precedence. Our bodies
also inform us of this gift’s excess when they/we tremble. Now, as the OED
defines it, “to tremble” is “To shake involuntarily as with fear or other emotion . . .
to quake, quiver, shiver” or “T'o be affected with dread or apprehension, or with
any feeling that is accompanied by trembling.”* To be sure, “trembling” is usually
associated with negative states (such as fear and medical conditions such as
“trembling palsy” or Parkinson’s disease).”> However, it should be emphasized that
“trembling” is not restricted to negative contexts: the OED stipulates that

trembling may also be triggered by motre positive situations: as one of the cited

¥ Webb, TGG, 79. Elsewhere, Webb contends: “yet the discourse on giving persists.” TGG, 68.
* Webb, TGG, 78.
* The following definition is also provided: “To be agitated or affected with vibratory motion . . .”

% The OED definition states the following physiological conditions associated with trembling:
“paralysis characterized by trembling of the extremities or the head” or the more general term “the
trembles . . . Any disease ot condition characterized by an involuntary shaking, as ague or palsy.”
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definitions testify, trembling may be accompanied by feclings other than dread of bewilderment and perhaps even tetror. How does the gratuitous lead to

. . 2 graticude and not simply to surprise and perplexity?®
apprehension (“with any feeling that is accompanied by trembling; emphasis added). b

The OED also specifies that one can tremble “esp. with agitation or exalenen/” This passage resounds with oscillation: Web oscillates between perplexity
(emphasis added): “excitement” usually represeats a positive statc. After - (reflecting the gift’s freedom), on the one hand, and gratitude (reflecting
trembling may be associated with some of the most singularly en]oyal.Jle identification), on the other. Webb acknowledges that the gift dis/otients; it leads
experiences—such as orgasm. In sum, there may be both positive and ncgative to gratitude as well as surprise. The phrase “and not simply” certainly belongs to
tremblings. ‘ . the logic and lexicon of oscillation. Sutptise and perplexity correspond to the

In what ways does trembling matk the reception of the creation-gift? In this lincarity of the gift; gratitude corresponds to the circularity of the gift.** Howeser,
section, I discuss a number of responses that fall under the general category of 1 Webb seems wary of—pethaps even tertified by—the possiblity of “the sheerly
“tremblings.” Some of these responses ate less voluntary than others, but they all given” arising with “absolutcly no apparent justification.” This thought and event

R

S_ha'te the characteristic of a kind of passivity, as opposed to active returns by a self- strikes terror in the minds of those who seek answers to evety question and a cause
composed subject (utility, indebtedness, etc.). These states include th(‘:-broa’d wnd ': for every phenomenon. Disorientation tetrifies those who seek absolute direction,
inter-connected categories of bewilderment, wonder, and humilicy. I’hfesc certainty, and control. The “rose-without-why” continues to bewilder and even
experiences traverse the border between pre-subjectivity and intentional reaction : terrify the quest for omniscience, even for a theologian (Webb) who readily accepts
and interaction: they precede but also begin to enter discourse. ‘They are, after all, : divine excess and human finitude.
concepts and expel:it.ences that traverse but also exceed exchange. | | Excess, which, by definition, exceeds familiarity, sameness, and identification,
A first set of reactions to the freely given creation-web may be debCfltfed'I;S prompts a certain terror. Like God, death, or desite, freely given creation is itself a
“bewilderment” and even “tetror”—terms employed and discussed by Webb in T/e mysterinm tremendnm, and generates a kind of “terror” or awe. But why should

70 i i f silence, Webb’s text proves illuminating (via a ' . .
Gefing God s with the question of sflence P ' reactions like bewilderment and even terror resound ewfogically? The featutes of
iti i : f his criticism of excessive squandering, Webb 4 |
critique of his work). As part o cnacism K : extravagance and superfluity (roaming, erring, disorienting) mark an alternative path
AnmouTes '. from the route of economics (domesticating, correcting, otienting). We shou/d be
) o l petplexed and even a litdle “/errified.” Too much familiarization and domestication
taken to an extreme, that which is sheerly given, that which is there for - ‘ . .
absolutely no apparent justification, would be not only extravagant ’ provides the impetus for subjugation and destruction (indicated by the aphotism
[defined by Webb as: “straying, toaming, erring,” TGG, 48] but also “familiarity breeds contempt”).
superfluous [“disorienting as well as renewing” TGG, 48]. . . . The

approptiate tesponse to such spurious thereness is not gratitude but Z Webb, TGG, 49. On the question of the extravagant, Webb explains: “extravggant originally meant

that which wanders out of bounds, straying, roaming, erdng. It is prodigal, indeterminate, and
- rootless because (like the son in the famous parable) it is not bound by the transactional structure
- of giving, receiving, and returning,” TGG, 48.

é'.-' * In the above-mentioned quotaton, Webb also mentions the reaction of surptise—a more
moderate response compared to “terror” and perplexity. On the question of surprise, refer to, e.g.,
E Dettida, GT, 146-148; Marion, BG, 200; Webb, TGC, 57; Schmitz, TGC, 44.
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Of course, there is an obvious tisk in implicadng “terror” (and trembling) in
the present context (hence, the quotation marksy: 3 term like “terror” may be
mistaken for the fear—especially the fear of the Other (human and othexwise), a
fear which is then usually (and tragically) overcome by overcoming (controlling,
disfiguring, annihilating) the Other. But the “terror” referred to here differs from a
fear that leads to the violation of cteaton-gifts on account of their excess
(difference, otherness, mystery, soveteignty).

Any risk of misinterpreting this ecological “terror” for a violence-inducing
fear is minimized by temembering that this “tetror” occurs in the context of
oscillation: oscillation between the nomadic and the domestic, between the
terr(ot)ific and the familiar is required in order to reflect the freedom and
identification of the creation-gift. With respect to this aporia, one should, in
Webb’s words, tread the paths of “bewilderment and perhaps even terror,” as well as
the path of familiarity.

And so, the giftness, and therefore the excess, of creation can—and should—
evoke a certain fear and trembling: an awareness of the giftness and otherness of
the other paralyzes—or showld paralyze—the otherwise mastering-subject. Joseph
Sittler ponders the “terrifying dynamism of the natural world”® When one
trembles, one does not inflict harm on the creation-gift. As strange as it seetns, this
kind of “terror” participates in an ecological letting-be.

However, oscillation ‘should be maintained: the fear that reflects excess
should be juxtaposed with a familiazity that reflects exchange. The chance of an
excessive tetror atising from 2 fear aroused by unknowing is counteracted by an
exchange that generates familiarity and familial interacdon. In turn, this
familiarization and interaction is juxtaposed with bewilderment: oscillation should

be incessant, so as to reflect both aspects of the gift. If what-is is a gift, and if the

% Joseph Sittles, “The Sittler Speeches,” in Center for the Study of Campus Mintstry Yearbook 1977-78,
ed. Phil Schroeder (Valparaiso, IN.: Valparaiso University Press, 1978), 8-61, 32 [hereafter Sittler,
155}
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gift is an apora, then creation’s aporeticity is reflected in the recipients
bewilderment g#d familiarity with the gift.

While bewilderment and “tetror” ate the most intense eco-affirmative
conditions marking the reception of the creation-gift, more “moderate” and
“reflective” responses include the broad and correlated states of surprise, wonder,
and mystery. One must emphasize that the category of mystery does not merely
pertain to that which is “not yet known”, but that mystery is constitutive of the
pragma-gift* Etymologically, “mystery” is related to besyohia, for the former term
signals the latter: “mystos” means keeping silent (mystes: mute).” Derrida, who is
decidedly and openly perplexed by the gift-apotia, is fascinated by the
mysteriousness and graciousness of the gift.*® Schmitz denotes the mysteriousness
of the creation-event.”

Why are responses inspired by a recognition of the mystery of the creation-
gift cco-theoretically and eco-ethically significant? First, the arousal of myster};
reflects the gift’s excess. The gift-aporia perplexes: it evokes a sense of wonder and
mystery. How is an acknowledgment of mystery ecologically valuable? When a
thing is a mystery (and acknowledged as such), any attempt to totalize it is resisted.
Like the concepts and experiences of silence and perplexity, mystery is otherwise
than knowledge. Perhaps more specifically (if one may be “specific” about
mystery), mystery is priot to knowledge; mystery is a condition of im/possibility for
knowledge (be it epistemic, technological, or theological).

A text written by John of Ruysbroeck (1293-1381) is one of the rare instances
in archival theology where an explicit connection is made between the creaton-gift

and a sense of wonder: “When a man [sic] thus considers the wonderful wealth and

% Boltz, ITE, 127.

* Refer to Scott, LT, 11. The term “mystery” is also linked to “muein” and “mus” which, according
to the OED, means “to close the lips or eyes,” or, according to Strong’s Exhaustive Concordance,
means  “to  shut the mouth™ cited from the Crwsswalk website, Washington
<hup://biblel.crosswalk.com/Lexicons/NewTestamentGreek /grk.cgi?number=3466> 1 August
2003.

® Dertida, GT, 42, 122-123, 146.

? Schmitz, TGC, 129, 130.
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Joftiness of the Divine Nature, and all the multiplicity of gifts which He gives and
offers to His creatures, then there grows up within him a wonder at such manifold
richness, at such loftiness, and at the immeasurable faithfulness of God to His
creatutes.” The act of contemplating the fecundity of the creation-web produces a
sense of wonder.”

Late-modem ecotheological reflections emphasize reactions and attitudes like
trembling and wonder respectively. Recalling Augustine, Keller notes that “each
finite body . . . surrounded and permeated by [divine] infinity” is “shaken and
confused . . * Excess figured in terms of infinity overwhelms finite creation.
McFague notes that a striking feature about process theology is its emphasis on
reactions like awe and wonder towards creation.” Indeed, McFague stresses the
centrality of a sense of mystery for an oikdlogical sensibility: “A first step, then,
towards a healthy ecological sensibility may well be a return, via a second naivete, to
the wonder we as children had for the world . . .”* The construal of the matrix of
beings as a gift attempts to encourage this second, sfkelogical naivete.

But our astonishment is threatened and erased by other attitudes; Mark 1.
Wallace summarizes the commodification of what-is and its effect on a sense of

wonder:

In our time nature hns been commodified and domesticated into a piece
of real estate; it has become one more consumer item to be bought and
sold in order to maximize profits. Once a source of terror and awe,
nature no longer functions as wild and sacred space for the eruption of
the sublime . . . . We have exchanged the power and mystery of the

3 John of Ruysbroeck, Adornment of the Spiritual Marviage, Bk. 11, ch. 37. on CCEL <hutp:/ /www.ce
el.otg/r/ruysbroeck/adornment/htm/iv.iixxoovii. him> 18 August 2003.

' 1 stress that mystery is not the domain of the sacred. Scott powerfully figures the relaton
between astonishment and “facts” in the first chapter of The Lives of Things.

32 Keller, FD, 82.
* McFague, TBG, 70-72.
3 McFague, TBG, 123.
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catth for the invisible hand of the marketplace and we ate all the pooter
for it

The notion and experience of mystery and wonder is crucial in terms of
interpreting the wotld in a radically sikdlogical way. We subjects are sometimes
overwhelmed by a sense or fecling of awe: we pause; perhaps we try to think or
express this state. though we may often be “lost for words.” Mystety is obviously
connected to some of the above-mentioned states: silence, “terror,” perplexity, and
so on. By perceiving creation as a gift, the fundamentally eco-affirmative states of
terror, perplexity, and sublimity are evoked. Hence, the more often the sense of
mystery and these other states are evoked, the more we promote pro-ecological
thinking and practice, and the more we resist anti-ecological states such as excessive
circumscription, instrumentalism, technologism, and commaodification.

Apart from the mystery that overwhelms the self, how can the subject evoke
mystery? In other words, how can the element of mystery belong to the subject’s
hermencutical framework? Thinking creadon as a gift contributes to such a
hermeneutics: since the freely given mattix of beings is marked by mystery-
provoking excess, then one’s perception of what-is is colored by a sense of mystery.
In other words, while the creation-gift usually overwhelms the subject, the subject
can also maintain a sense of mystety, a sense of re-enchantment.”® To neologize,
one may name this process as “mysterization” (or even “re-mystetization™). It is
akin to the process of “mystification”—though the latter term can denote “[the
action of mystifying a person, playing upon his [sic] credulity, or throwing dust in
his eyes.” Certainly, the present aporetics does not seek to obscure the question of
gifting (and how this aporia translates ecologically): on the contrary, T attempt to

bring this aporia into starker relief. A second definition of “mystification,”

* Mark 1. Wallace, “The Wounded Spirrt as the Basis for Hope in an Age of Radical Ecology,” in
Hessel and Ruether, CE, 51-72, 52,

* On the notion of re-cnchantment, tefet to, e.g., David Ray Guffin, Reenchantment Without
Supernaturalism (Ithaca, N.Y.: Comell University Press, 2001); Motds Berman, The Reenchantment of
the World (Tthaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1981).
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however, reflects the act of re-/mysterization: “to bewilder or perplex
intentionally.” This is precfsely one of the two basic intentions of the constructive
aspect of this thesis. An aporia, by definition, perplexes; the gift-aporia showid
bewilder us, because bewilderment produces pro-ecological skepsis and praas.

Why are the terms “mysterization” and “mystification” (in the second sense)
prefaced with a “re-"’? This preface almost seems redundant, for something like the
creation-gift is always already mystetious. However, as I have noted above, creation’s
always-already-t/heteniess provokes a kind of world-weariness in the subject: hence,
the need for re-inysterization. An awareness of the mystery of the wotld should
become stark and babitnal for those of us—most/all of us—who are bored,
rationalizing, instrumentalizing, and controlling.

Another kind of response marked by a certain “trembling”—albeit less
volatile—is humilify. a recognition and embrace of the gift’s prior-ity and excess.
Webb conveys its significance: “The ethics of reception is marked by humility.”™
The human subject may realize that it derives from the creadon-gift and this
realization counterbalances the subject’s pretensions of priority and mastery over
itself and each other. An awareness of our derivation counteracts the active agent’s
desire for conceptual and technological imperialization. Schmitz recalls the thought
of Gabriel Marcel, who expresses the relation beiween the gift, humility, and
subjectivity succinctly: “We realize at ouce with what cate the affiemation ‘I am’
must be approached. . . it {should] be whispered humbly, with . . . wonder. 1 say

with humility because, after all, . . . this being is something that can only be granted

kX p % b e £, M M I 4L .

The OED positively defines “mystify”: “to wrap up or involve in mystery” or “bewilder or
perplex intentionally” rather than the more nepative meanings “to play on the credulity of,” “to
hoax,” or “to obscure.”

% \Webb, TGG, 130.
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to us as a gift; it is a crude illusion to believe that it is something which I can give to
myself ..

Humility corresponds to the above-mentioned receptions and responses to
freely « - 'n creation. First, the self is gift-ed before the subject, and this prior-ity
humbi - —but shouldn’t humiliate—the subject. Second, humility is charactetized
by silence: orc can only begin to listen to the other when one remains silent. To
humble oneself is to put the other first. Humiliy’s involvement with besyehia, in
turn, generates a relation with relaton: humility is a pre-condition for discourse.
Indeed, humility becomes crucial in the context of an anthropocenttism that
refuses to acknowledge, in a radically egalitarian way, the giftness of other creation-
gifts. Ience, humility essentally marks the recepton of, and response to, the
creation-gift."

Trembling, expressed as a certain “terror,” bewilderment, wonder, mystery,
and humility, is certainly ecological: when one trembles, one cannot ruin the Earth.
But there are also responses to the creation-gift that are (more) thoroughly
determined by subjectivity, and it is important to highlight and figure these

reactions eco/theo/logically.

4.2 EXEMPLARY AND EXCESSIVE EXCHANGES

A meditation on the overwhelmingness of the mattix of beings certainly
inspires a radically oféological éthos, especially in terms of Aesyebia and the various

“tremblings.” However, as I have stressed throughout this thesis, the gift is marked

* Gabriel Marcel, The Moystery of Being, vol. 2, Faith and Reality (Chicago: Henry Regnery Company,
1951), 31. In the same passage, Marcel identifies a proper relaton between humility and
subjectivity: “We realize at once with what care the affirmation ‘I am’ must be approached: . . . it
should not be put forward in any defiant or presumptuous tone . . .”; cited in Schmitz, TGG, 137,
n. 63.

® For other texts that refer to the significance of humility and its relation to ap ecological
consciousness, refer to, e.g Steven Bouma-Prediger, “Response to Louke van Wensveen: A
Constructive Proposal,” in Hessel and Ruether, CE, 173-182, 175, 179-180; and, Ian G. Barbour,
“Scientific and Religious Perspectives on Sustainability,” in Hessel and Ruether, CE, 385-401, 397-
398.
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by excess and its other (presence, identification, exchange): hence, this particular gift-
aporetics docs not shun but confirms the place of subjectivity, intentionality, and
exchange in gifting. Of course, this confirmation is nuanced, otherwise the gift risks
being reduced to mere exchange. What would comprise an éthos that respects and
reflects an oscillational aporetics of gifting? In this section, 1 highlight four of the
most exemplary responses to the gift, exemplary because they reflect the creadon-
gift’s aporeticity: letting-be (§ 4.2.1), utility (§ 4.2.2), enjoyment (§ 4.2.3), and return
(§ 4.2.4). Within each subsection, 1 sketch the nature of these responses according

to theoretical, ecological, and eco/theological perspectives.

4.2.1 Letting-Be, And Violences

In the above discourse on excess and some of the ways it overcomes us, the
notion of letting-be already arises as a crucial “nen/response” afier all, when one is
silent or trembling, one lets things be. It is now imperative to further address the
question of the ways in which the phenomenon of letting-be marks the reception
of, and interaction with, the creation-gift.

According to Matthew Fox, Meister Eckhart is the first to devise the term
Gelassenbeit, meaning letting-be."! Gelussenbeit comes from the word Jassen, “to let go,
to relinquish or abandon,” as Fox explains. He cites Caputo here: Gelassenhedt

FER )

“suggests openness and feceptivity.”” What is most remarkable about Fox’s
account of Eckhartian Gelussenbeit is that he associates it with three phenomena

whose significance is also deemed crucial via the present route: humility, besyehia,

1 Fox, Br, 221. Since Heidegper’s thinking is influenced by Eckhart, Gelussenbert is also an important
concept in the former’s work; refer to, e.g., “Conversation on a Country Path about Thinking,” in
Discourse on ‘Thinking, (rans. John M. Anderson and E. Hans Freund (New York: Harper and Row,
1966), 58-90; “On the Esscence of Truth,” trans. John Sallis, in Basic Writings, ed. David Farrell
Krell New York: Harper and Row, 1977), 115-138; also refer to Foltz, ITE, 9, 162f Dernida, SLN,
73-75.

42']q:)hn D. Caputo, MEH, 119; cited in Fox, Br, 223. Refer to the sections devoted to Gelassenbeit in
MEH, 118-127, 173-183. Schmitz, Marion, and Webb also allude to letting-be; refer to Schmitz,
TGC, 48; Mation, BG, 282, ID, 235; Webb NSE, 443, TGG, 6.
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and play (play is discussed below). The significance of the first two has already been
sketched above, but it is worth registering some features of Fox’s commentary. On
humility, Fox cites Eckhart, who connects letting-be with “gentleness,” which
connotes non-violence (violence is discussed below), and “selflessness,” a
resistance towards overbearing subjectivity: “What is being spoken of hete is to

meet with gentleness, in true humility and selflessness, everything which comes

yout way.”?

Fox’s Eckhatt also recalls a silence within which our letting-be receives
creation. Fox emphasizes that this silence is not “an abstract or a distant silence,
however, but one that accompanies all of our activities. This attitude of utter
reverence and gentle teceptivity we are to bring to all we do . . " In 2 world where
busy-ness and diversion are rife, the bringing-of-hesychia to all that we habitually
busy subjects do is, of course, a challenging task—but its difficulty does not annul
its utgency. ‘

The reference to the phrase “gentle receptivity” joins the eatly reference to
“gentleness” mentioned in the text on ezhés by Foltz cited at the beginning of this
chapter. How does gentleness mark this erbds? As I explain below, gentleness is
telated to letting-be in its contrast to violence: but how is violence figured in the
context of the present study? I begin with a rudimentary description of “violence”
formulated according to the definition of “gifting” employed in the present work:
violence may be defined as that which disfigures and/or destroys the gratuitously
given thing identified as such. Disfigutement and destruction may be figured
according to the way they affect the two aspects of gifting: its gratuity and its
perception.

Straightaway, it is crucial to distinguish a variesy of violences. The first category,
which includes what may be tentatively termed “necessary” violences, is to be

distinguished from “unnecessary” disfigutement and destruction. To begin with, a

¥ Eckbart, Die deutschen Werks, ed. and trans. Josef Quint, Vol. 3, Prdigten 60-86 (Stuttgact: W.
Kohlhammer, 1976}, 514; cited in Fox, Br, 224.

* Fox, Br, 225-225.
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first “necessary” violence is the “violence” of identification: as Dertida cottectly
ascertains, the identification of the gift inevitably leads to its undoing—this is the
crux of the gift-aporia. Hence, one may maintain that identification (perception,
knowledge, return, etc.) is itself “violent.” But this kind of violence un/does the gift
in a paradoxical interplay: the gift requires identification as much as it requires its
other (frecedom, gratuity, excess, etc.). This “viclence” is marked by a double
movement: it makes and unmakes the gift. It is therefore #ecessary: the gift could not
be perceived as such without the “violence” of perception.

Furthermore, the element of identification is not only “necessary” but also
seems to be positively good. 'The ethical dimension to exchange may be expressed by
introducing an important objection: if a gift is given gratuitously (in other words, if
the gift comes without condition), then the recipient would be free to treat it in
whatever manner the recipient desires: if there are no strings attached, the gift
could be maliciously disfigured or destroyed. But this state of affairs would only be
valid #f and only if the gift wete solely unconditional—the “pure” gift. However, as |
have repeated throughout the thesis, what makes a gift an aporia is its two differing
aspects: the gift is bosh unconditional (free, gratuitous) and conditional (identifiable,
circular). By disfiguring or destroying the gift, the gift can no longer be identified or
returned, which is one of its two essential elements.

Surprisingly (for those of us who overemphasize excess at the expense of
exchange), the gift’s circularity turns out to safeguard it (at least theoretically,
aporetically). To deny circularity is to deny the “inescapable” interindelv.edness of
the creation-web. Of course, paying attention to the dimension of circularity does
not imply that receptivity should test there: identification’s indispensability appears
in the context of the gift’s aporeticity and our corresponding oscillational
interactivity. The gift exceeds its identification.

There is also a second “necessary” violence: as physical beings-in-relation,
human beings, like other physical beings-in-reladon, will consfantly and necessarily
violate the autonomy of other individuals—and wvice sersa—due to our

interconnected materiality. When 1 walk, for instance, I inadvertently anaihilate and
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injure countless creatures (a/biotic and otherwise); likewise, an erupting volcano,
for example, will unleash its “violence” upon itself and upon its neighbors
(including humans). Included in this category of necessary violence is predation in
all its various forms. McDaniel recognizes that “life inevitably involves the taking of
other life. Every time we wash our faces we kill billions of bacteria; evety time we
eat, we support the death of plants, and often, animals.”® This kind of violence,
while often unfortunate, is cettainly not unethical: it is an essential characteristic of
the corporeal matrix-gift. A certain inevitable violence issues from interrelatedness.

S0, what are the violences that should be criticized and resisted? First, I turn
to “disfigurative” violence: disfigurement occurs according to a number of
intesrelated phenomena like instrumentalism, commodification, and consumption. I
briefly note some violent aspects to these phenomena in which we—especially we
westetners—are all implicated.*

We humans intetvene to manufacture things. Via our intervening
manipulation, phusis is not allowed to come-forth in its freedom. The gift is not
allowed to arise anfo/poiétically and gift itself in its autonomy. Both Marion and
Heidegger prove illuminating in terms of our intervention and re-constitution of
creation. Heidegger understands phasis and fechné as two kinds of posdsis
(hervorbringer), as in the blossoming of a rose, ot the casting of iron, respectively.”
But modern technology violently deviates from or perverts fechné in that the
disclosure of entities is, in ihis case, forved (beransforders): “modern technology is a
challenging, which puts to nature the unreasonable demand that it supply energy
that can be extracted and stored as such.”* Heidegger names this disfiguration

Bestand or standing-reserve. He supplies the famous example of the power plant on

* McDaniel, ESGM, 66; also tefer to ESGM, 126-127; Wallace, FS, 165.

* Max Oelschlaeger acknowledges that all of us, envitonmentalists and cotporate executives, are
imumersed in, and promote this violence: “Cheysler and General Motors and you and I are caught
up together in modern socicty, acting out our toles in 2 cultural script we did not write.”
Oelschlaeger, CC, 3. Of course, it is up to0 us to attempt to re-write the script.

*! Refer to Heidegger, OCT, 10£.

'"‘ Heidegger, OCT, 14. In Keller’s words, things are “reduced . . . to raw stuff to use.” Keller, FD,
222,
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the Rhine, which is set upon (steflen) to produce power for humans.” Unlike the
“old wooden bridge that joined bank with bank for hundreds of years” (itself a
work of #chié), the river is reduced to a source and resource of power driving the
power station, which, in turn, redirects this power as a commodity to be consumed.

Heidegger describes the thotoughly secuted and tegulated process of
violation: “the energy concealed in nature is unlocked, what is unlocked is
transformed, what is transformed is stored up, what is stored up is, in turn,
distributed, and what is distributed is switched about evet anew.” And so, modetn
technology is a form of Zhné that not only does not let things be in their own
particularity, but disfigures phenomena as standing-reserve, and as products for
human consumption.

Marion’s phenomenology of givenness also offers a ctitique of science and
technology, particularly in terms of the way in which human conceptualization
precedes the phenomenon. Marion describes how “objectification” (where human
conceptualization determines the given, rather than vice versa) is exemplified in
“technological objects” or “products”™: the intention and the concept hold sway
over the thing itself, by planning, scheming, ot drawing the object prior to its
givenness.”' Mation explains: “The concept (in the sense of the ‘concept’ of a
product) renders this prdduct visible before production actually gives it. . . . To
show in and through a concept (signification, intention, ctc.) precedes, determines,
and sometimes annuls intuitive givenness.”™ This kind of conceptualization
foreshadows givenness and the latter only completes the tormer. (This precedence
is analogous to the metaphysical notion that existence metely completes essence.)

Marion puts it incisively: the “alienated” technological product is snduced rather

* Heidegger, OCT, 16.
* Heidegger, OCT, 16.
5! Marion, BG, 223.

52 Marion, BG, 223-224.
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than produced. “Thus foreseen, production and iatuition (therefore givenness)
remain beneath the watchful gaze of the concept.”

Marion’s  (unfortunately short) critique is powerful: technological
objectification opposes the free, spontaneous upsurge of the phenomenon. This
cannot be doubted. However, from the perspective of an aporetics of gifting,
pethaps the issue of degree should be evoked once again: does this objectification
absolutely obliterate the giftness of the phenomenon, or is it possible that it is stll
retained to some degree? In other words, even though the concept of a thing
precedes its phenomenalization, does this entail that the pragma bears mo mark of
unknowability or mystery? Does mass-production prevent the possibility that its
products and reproductions bear no trace of excess? I have wagered from the
beginning that every thing bears such a mark-—no matter whether it is a raging river
or a mass-produced plastic bag. The co-created product-thing nevertheless retains a
freedom or excess that carties over—at least in terms of the phusis from which the
product is manufactured (as Mathews observes).*

I therefore disagree with Foltz when he remarks that “A Styrofoam container,
for example, is by no means a ‘thing”* “By no means™? One would have to examine
our respective definitions of “thing,” but I propose that a Styrofoam container is a
thing, a gift—as well as a Gift (poison). I acknowledge, however, that, together with
Heidegger’s example of an aitliner, the Styrofoam container, is only (or usually)

perceived as standing-reserve: the one, as a utensil; the other, as a form of

transportation.* The possibility of their being figured as gifts—let alone “things™
remains submerged as we go on our disastrous way of perceiving phenomena

ptimarily in their instrumentality and disposability.

* Mation, BG, 224.

54 . - . .

In my Introduction (“Creation”), I referred to Mathews’ insight that humanly constructed
artifacts retain a degree of otherness that escapes us, for these artifacts are composed of “materials
that are, after all, deeply other-than-us . . .” Refer to Mathews, ST, 56.

% Foltz, ITE, 20, n. 40; emphasis added.
** Heidegger, OCT, 17.
165




The Oscillational Ethos Of This Aporetics

While disfigurement drastically changes creation-gifts, it does not annihilate
them: we commit the most extreme violence towards the co-produced thing-in-
relation if/when we destroy it. The gift is no longer. This extreme violence does
not reduce the gift to a utility, nor does it disfigure the way it arises, but erases it.
This kind of violence erases the possibility of identification and un/doing alsgesber,
by etasing the phenomenon’s be/com/ing ot ante/poiésis. This extreme violence
robs the gift of its appearance, identification, and reception. Deprivation (of the
gift’s presence and identification) and depravity (“destruction”) are indelibly
interrelated. This disfiguring and destructive violence is imposed by dominant
human beings, often implicating induced things we/they co-create (like bombs,
bulldozers, and plastic bags), to radically alter, subjugate, and annihilate the many
gifts of creation: humans, other-than-human phusis, and constructed pragmata.

To be sure, the question and phenomenon of violence (in all its forms) is
complicated by the issue of self-consciousness. Each violence mentioned here
seems to have the following relation to un/intentionality. The “necessary” violence
of identification is enacted by the knowing subject, while the violence intertwined
with our interconnectedness can exceed consciousness. But the question of self-
consciousness is more complicated with regard to disfigurative and destructive
violence. These violences may often be enacted unintentionally, especially acts like
instrumentalism and inducement. Drawing on a refigured Augustinianism, Keller
tightly points out, when referring to sin or “discreation” (Keller’s neologism), that
we often discreate preconsciously, usually as a consequence of pre-existing
repressive structures and relations (institutions, customs, mindsets, etc.).”’ Violence,
whether enacted individually or corporately, occurs below or beyond self-reflexive
subjectivity. And so, it is important to remember that excessive violence eludes us,

insofar as it exceeds self-consciousness.

3 Keller, FD, 80. “Discreation” is an eminently suitable term here: formally, because it encloses the
word “creation”; substantially, because Keller’s definition of “discreation™ (“creafurzly relations that
deny and exploit their own interrelations’””) approximates the “excessive/unnecessary violence” discussed
here.
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However, what matters for Keller is how these pre-existing conditions are
negotiated #ow: “I become guilty if I do not take respousibility for the effects of
past relations upon me now, as I affect the future.” “Responsibility” is here figured
in terms of choice; according to Keller, the governing ctiterion lies in the ability to
choose, which ties in with the notion of #anecessary violence: “Sin is a matter not just
of bad choices but of the wpacity to choose But responsibility and choice are
intentional acts: which return us (somewhat aporetically, and a little bit like the
gift?) to the question of intentionality. Intentionality is therefore determinative
(though probably not exclusively so) in relation to the question of excessive
violence or discreation: as soon as we recognize instances of our disfigurative and
destructive violences, then we become responsible for their relinquishment.

I am now better placed to return to the question that generated the present
discussion: contrasting the violence that watrants resistance (disturbing and
destructive discreation) with gentle Gelassenbeit. Letting-be is the other of
disfigurative and destructive violence. Gelassenbeit does not disfigure and destroy; it
allows a gift-pragma to appear in all its aporeticity: it lets the gift be a gift in all jts
auto/ poitticizing freedom and necessary perceptibility. Gelassenbeiz is the gentlest
receptivity.

But how does this gentle Gelassenbeit differ from apathetic indifference?
Schmitz remarks: “To accept it [the gift] absent-mindedly, with indifference or even
hostility, would not really be to receive it at all.”* Absent-mindedness and (a hostile
or unethical) indifference merit some discussion, First, if creation is a gift, then we
humans, in our everydayness, tend to receive it absent-mindedly: after all, who of us
constantly interprets creation as freely given? As Webb most aptly puts it: “What is
everywhere is easy to ovetlook.”® Creation’s giftness is concealed in its givenness.

In one sense, the tendency towards absent-mindedness is a good thing: to

absentmindedly (which is close to unknowingly)—accept a gift presetves the

5% Keller, FD, 80.
% Schmitz, TGC, 47-48.
% \Webb, TGG, 95.
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possibility that the gift is neither identified nor returned. However, this situation
teturns us to the fundamental aporia: the gift must be recognized as such, even
though this recognition dislodges the giftness of the gift-thing. But it scems the
experience of absent-mindedness is precisely the way in which we #swally accept the
creation-gift. Absent-mindedness therefore needs to be distupted: the
interpretation of creation as a gift stimulates this kind of ecologically minded
interruption.

“Indifference” is a second category of reception. It is more negative than
absent-mindedness because the world may be recognized as a gift, but the recipient
is nonetheless not moved by this kind of awareness. While Gelussenbeit is a letting-
be, indifference is a letting-#o#-be. Unethical indifference conspires with discreation
insofar as it allows violence to carry out its disfiguration and destruction. Hence,
contrary to any connotation that Gelassenheit is conservative, letting-be is countet-
cultural and even revolutionary in its opposition to instrumentalism, domination,
and annihilation. Letting-be is the other of wat—whether against humans or othet
others.”! We can therefore counteract disfigurative and destructive violence by
letting-be. Letting-be can heal these violations of creation.®

As is the case with spirituality (Christian and otherwise), letting-be is a
fundamental axiom for environmental ethics, though it wsually goes by other
names: the “duty of noninterference,” the “principle of nonmeddling,” the
“principle of minimum impact,” and so on.”® According to such a stance, Wallace

explains that, for example, unnecessary building developments ate to be opposed,

' lncreasingly hi-tech warfare intensifies and widens the spheres of victimization, as the
ecologically devastating 1991 and 2003 Gulf Wars starkly illustrate. The rise of modern technology
enables modern miliarism to become, according to Ruether’s informed evaluation, “the ultimate
polluter of the earth.” Ruether, GG, 109; refer to the section on “Militatism and War” in GG, 102-
111. Global nuclear warfare would fundamentally disfigure the Earth-gift.

%2 Refer to McDaniel, ESGM, 105.

® Wallace cites these phrases duting his crtique of stewardship; Wallace, ES, 164. The expressions
are employed in Paul W. Taylor, Reger for Nature: A Theory of Environmental Ethics (Betkeley:
University of California Press, 1983), 174 [hereafter Taylor, REN]; Tom Regan, “The Nature and
Possibility of an Environmental Ethic,”” Environmental Ethics 3 (1981): 19-34, 31-32; and, Devall and
Sessions, DE, 68,
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while minimal use of some creatures in medical research is acceptable.t Of course,
this letting-be would be radically extended in its reflecon of the egalitarianism
espoused here: letting-be applies to a4/ things, including humanly constructed
things. In a typically insightful article, Freya Mathews argues for a letting-be as it
relates to urbanized environments: “allowing this wotld to go its own way” and
therefore “letting the apartment blocks and warehouses and roads grow old.”®

However, as 1 discuss in the next subsection, this letting-be would not stand
alone: Mathews recognizes that our relation to these things is also marked by “use”
and “adaptation” and that such interactions are “compatible with a2 fundamental
attitude of letting be, of acquiescence in the given, and of working within its terms
of reference, rather than insisting uvpon further cycles of demolition and
‘rcdcvélopment.’”':'G A recognition of a certain compatibility between letting-be and
utility is cruciak it reflects and respects the gift’s duality and our oscillatng
interactivity.

Consideted scripturally and theologically, disfigurative and destructive
discreation is a reversal of the biblical act of co/creation: rather than letting things
be gifts, excessive violence destroys or deforms their coming-to-be. The biblical
“Let there be . . .” indicates an understanding that Ebbim opens up a “space” or
possibility for the self-disclosure of things. Divine creativity may be thought as #
letting-be that possibiliges inter-corporeal ltting-be. Ecotheology also calls for Gelassenbeit.
Very early on in The Body of God, McFague raises and emphasizes the need for
letting-be; she urges humans “Not to act, but to abstain; not to control, but to ‘let
be.” A construal of excessive violence in terms of its contradety to Gelassenbeit

crosses McFague’s eco-fipuration of “sin’: sin occurs when other creatures are not
gu

“ For a detailed systematic exposition of an ethic that hinges upon letting-be, refer to Taylor, RFI,
256-313.

6 Freya Mathews, “Letting the World Grow Old: An Ethos of Countermodernity,” in Worldviews:
Environment, Culture, Religion 3.2 (August 1999): 119-137, 124 [hereafter Mathews, LIW).

% Mathews, LI, 124. Mathews adds: “Things which initally seemed discordant and out of place
gradually fall into step with the rest of Creation. Old cars take their place beside old dogs 2nd old
trees; antiquity naturalises even the most jarring of trash.”

§ McFague, TBG, 6.
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allowed their “nceded space”® Not-letting-be is sinfully, excessively violent.
McFague also connects this cco-abstinence or letting-be with humility: “A
sensibility of abstinence and restraint suggests that we assume an attitude of
humility . . .”® Humility is here figured as a condition for Gelassenbeit: a humble
tesponse towards the creation-gift ensures its status as gift. Humility and letting-be

interconnect to interact with the creation-gift in good and gentle ways.

4.2.2 Instrumentality—Including Stewardship

During his discussion of Gelussenbeit, Fox cites Reiner Schiirmann’s depiction
of letting-be: “It designates the attitude of a human who no longer regards objects
and events according to their usefulness, but who accepts them in their autonomy.”™
Such a noble intention and ambition, particularly in an age of excessive
instramentalism and manufacturing, certainly swbsiantially motivates the present
aporetics, and the notion of acceptance-in-autonomy is obviously (and brilliantly)
reflected in discousrses like Marion’s phenomenology. But why is the qualifier
“substantially” utilized here rather than a term like “absolute” Why, in other
words, can’t we rest with letting-be?

According to the gift’s aporeticity and the concomitant logic governiig this
work, letting-be should not exclusively determine our interactions with the
creation-gift: an oscillational é4s allows other responses like instrumentality (and
“even” return, discussed below). From a radically aporetic perspective, an openness
towards 2 certain kind of instrumentaliy (as opposed to eco-destructive
instramentalisz) should not be abandoned, even if abandonment were possible.
The ability to “use” the gift reflects and embraces both the element of gratuity and
identification in it. If the gift is identified in all its gratuity, then the givee is able to
utilize it.

o McFague, TBG, 113.
& McFague, TBG, 7.

™ Reiner Schiirmann, Meister Fckhart: Mysiic and Pbilosspher (Bloomington: University of Indiana
Press, 1978), 16; emphasis added; cited in Fox, Br, 224.
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As surprising or even troubling as this claim may sound (and justifiably so—
hence the quotation marks), an instrumental use of the gift is thoroughly
approptiate: instrumentality is emblematic of the gift’s circularity. In other words,
the gift-recipient not only responds to the gift in ways that reflect the gift’s excess
(silences, tremblings, and “returns-without-return” like letting-be), but also in ways
that reflect the gift’s aspect of exchange: use is one such way.

Hence, according to an aporetic thinking of gifting, there is a place for
industry and technology. The appropriateness of using the gift is confirmed in the
phenomenon of human gifting: when one person gifts a gift to another, the non-
use of the gift would, in all probability, offend the gift-giver. If creation is gift-ed,
its use by the gift-recipient reflects and respects the element of recognition in the
gift. Of course, the ecological ctisis reveals what happens when our “use” of the
cteation-gift turns to abuse: according to the logic and language of the present
aporetics, this devastating transformation occurs when any oscillational reception
of, and relation with, the gift is halted and the gift is exclusively figured as a mere
product without excess. Without any acknowledgment of its excess, the gift-thing is
exclusively received in its utility—a reception that risks its abuse.

So how can the subject resist this devastating transformation? According to
the present study, one may already begin to glean what is required: an instrumental
treatment of the web of what-is would need to be held in tension with wonder and
Gelassenbeit (and other reactions and interactions) that honor the gift’s mystery and
autonomy. Tempered by Gelassenbest, our instrumentality would involve o/éslogically
oriented practices of presetving products through the principles of durability and
recyclability; McDaniel cites Cobb’s and Birch’s manifesto in this regard:
“Manufactured goods will be built to last; durability will replace planned
obsolescence. Wherever possible materials will be recycled.””

Reactions like awe, silence, and letting-be would oppose and restrict the

severe instrumentalism, exploitation, and domination that inhere in modern

' Chades Birch and John B. Cobb, Jt., The Liberation of Life (Cambridge: Cambdidge University
Press, 1981), 245; cited in McDaniel, 21.
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science, industry, and technology. And so, when creation is considered a gift in all
its apoteticity, its tension is honored and faithfully reflected only when its reception
invalves an oscillation between both its aspects: exchange (use) and excess (silence,
trembling, letting-be).

Heidegget proves illaminating both in terms of indicating a using (brancher)
which is a kind of “saving” (indicated by terms like schoner and rester), as well as an
oscillation between using and letting-be. Foltz explins the Heideggetian re-
conception of using: “The German schonen does not mean to refrain from using
something or to set it aside, but to use it in such a way that harm is not inflicted
upon it; used reflexively or with regard to things, it means ‘to look after,” and “to
use it while neverrheless keeping it sound and intact.”™ And so: “using must be
sharply distinguished from mere utilizing, exploiting, and using up—all of which
represent degenerate kinds of using.”™

The notion of “saving” (reffen) is another recovered Heideggerian concept

linking ecological safeguarding and letting-be; Heidegger instructs:

Mortals dwell in that they save the earth—taking the wotd in the old
sense. . . . Saving does not only snatch something from a danger. To
save really means to set something free into its own presencing. To save
the earth is more than to exploit it or even wear it out. Saving the eatth
does not master the earth and does not subjugate it, which is merely

one step from spoiliation.”

In his Heideggerian meditation, Foltz perfectly captures an oscillational relation
between saving, using, and letting-be: “It [saving) means, rather, to allow the earth
to be earth—to allow the earth its own self-seclusion and withdrawal as well as to

allow its supporting and nourishing character. This, in tutn, entails a using of the

™ Folt, ITE, 161.

» Folte, ITE, 161.

74 Heidegger, “Building Dwelling Thisking,” in Poetry, Language, Thought, trans. and intro. Albert
Hofstadter (New York: Harpet and Row, 1971), 145-161, 150.
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carth rather than some sort of pseudo-respectful onlooking, But it must be a . . .
responsive use [schonen] that allows the earth to reveal its sustaining power . . %
Whatever else may be involved in a “responsive use” (the details of which would
exceed the present study’s limits), responses that oscillate between hesychia, letting-
be and bewilderment, on the one hand, and an eco-use, on the other, would
cettainly contribute to creation’s sustenance and resist its devastation by means of
severe insttumentalism and technologism.

Fascinatingly, one may locate or figure the call for an oscillation between use
and a saving/letting-be in the NRST/ version of Genesis 2.15: “The LORD God
took the man and put him in the garden of Eden to tll it and keep it.”™ “To tll” is
to cultivate or produce; “to keep” (in this particular context) is to sa\}e or sustain.
The command is given in Genesis 2.15 that there be a double movement in terms
of the way the creadon-gift is received: on the one hand, there should be a cettain
agticultural #se of the garden-gift; on the other, the gift should be “kept” ot Jazed,
allowed to let-be.”

How does theology treat the question of the creation-gift’s instrumentality? A
rare and remarkable passage on the inherent goodness of creation-gifts and a
concomitant responsible use appears in one of Augustine’s letters: “wse the wotld, as
not abusing #, so that with its good things you may do good, not become bad through

possessing them. Because shese things are in themselves good, and are not given to men [sic]

” Foltz, ITE, 165.

" The Hebtew term for “tll,” dbad, may be mote accurately translated as “scrve”~—which refigures
the verse as radically ecological (e, to serve the garden/earth); refer to, e.g,, Theodore Hiebert,
“The Human Vocation: Origins and Transfotmations in Chdstian Traditions,” in Hessel and
Ruether, CE, 135-154, 140f£; and, Calvin B. Dewitt, “Behemoth and Batrachians in the Eye of God:
Responsibility to Other Kinds in Biblical Perspective,” in CE, 291-316, 301-303. However, 1
bracket the question of (“precise”) translation for the sake of illuminating the notion of eco-
oscillation.

7 I noticed the oscillation in the NRSV translation of this verse when reading Vasileios
(Archimandtite), Ecolygy and Monasticism (Mootreal: Alexander Press, 1996). Ecotheologians like
Sittler and Moltmann attend to this eco-affirmative biblical verse; refer to Siudler, e.g., TS5, 37-38;
Moltmanan, GC, 30.
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except by Him. . . "™ Note the fact that Augustine is here insisting that, while there is
a degree of instrumentalism and possessiveness at work, it should not lead to e
abuse of things—not only because they are divine gifts but “because these things are
in themselves good.” Augustine urges a responsible use for the sake of the things
themselves, and for God’s sake.

In the following text, Leo the Great (fifth century) also urges a responsible
use of gift-ed creation-things; however, in this case, respect is configured in more

starkly theocentric terms:

“For not only are spiritual tiches and heavenly gifts received from God,
but earthly and material possessions also proceed from His bounty, that
He may be justified in requiting an account of those things which He
has not so much put in our possession as committed to our
stewardship. God's gifts, therefore, we must use properly and wisely,

lest the material for good work should become an occasion of sin.””

This text merits 2 number of comments. Observe how the first part of the first
sentence of this passage is quite inclusive: Leo weakens the hierarchical bifurcation
between “spiritual tiches and heavenly gifts” and “earthly and material
possessions,” for they al “proceed” from God’s “bounty,” even though the
bifurcation perhaps remains in terms of construing all things spiritual as “gifts” and
all things corporeal as “possessions.”

Now, the second patt of the first sentence and the first part of the second
sentence are extremely significant, for they introduce the question of stewardship.
To begin with, the OED defines “stewardship” as: “The responsible use of
resources, esp. money, time, and talents, m the service of God.” Leo’s text accords
with this definition: the creation-gifts or “matetial possessions” are themselves cast

theocentrically: they are mo¢ the “possessions” of humans in any absolute,

78 Augustine immediately adds that these things ave gifts. Augustine, Letter 220, § 70, on CCEL
<http:/ /www.ccel.org/ fathers2/NPNF1-01 /npnf1-01-23.htm#P6197_2900574> 1 August 2003.

" eo the Great, “Sermon Ten” (“On the Collections™), Part Five, § 1, in PNF, on CCEL
<http:/ /www.ccel.org/ fathers2/NPNF2-12/Npnf2-12-177 hum#P2817_653792> 1 August 2003.
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capitalistic sense but rather things “committed to our stewardship.” Stewardship
destabilizes any notion of absolute human authority over creation: the earth
remains God’s. As Ruether explins: “Nature is not private property to be done
away with as one wishes . . .”* Furthermore, the notion of “responsible use” moves
away from the idea of an unscrupulous plundering of things for human
manipulation and consumption: Leo indicates a certain responsibility towards
things, even though the motivation is theological (the specter of sin) rather than
ecological.

The link between creation-gifts and stewardship is identified centuries later in
McDaniel’s Earth, Sky, Gods and Mortals. To begin with, McDaniel proposes an
oscillating ecological spirituality, in which one perceives “matter as alive with

»

intrinsic value,” on the one hand, and “land as a subject of kindly use,” on the
other.” Pursuing the idea of utility, McDaniel notes that “the eatth is something we
use, and hence something that has instrumental value for us,” and goes on to
discuss the question of the land, and, more specifically, the soil, echoing the
directive of Genesis 2.15 when he mentions that “it is something to be tilled . . ¥
To be sure, the land and soil has “intrinsic value” which we humans have barely
recognized, and that “use has become abuse.” However, rather than promoting
the notion of “xo use,” McDaniel proposes that stewardship is a kindly use that does
not lead to abuse.*

Informed by biblical figurations of human-land relations, McDaniel argues

that human stewardship would be matked by the attitudes of love, unity,

dependency, and indebtedness.” This kind of nuanced stewardship therefore

% Ruether, GG, 210.

8 McDaniel, ESGM, 85, 93-95.
2 McDaniel, ESGM, 93.

¥ McDaniel, ESGM, 94, 95.

™ McDaniel, ESGM, 97. McDaniel points out that the phrase “kindly use” is coined by Wendell
Berry.

% McDaniel, ESGM, 100-101. McDaniel cites the following biblical texts: Gen 2.4-4.16; Ps 8, 9, 74,
104; Is 40.12-31, 45.9-13, 48.12-13; Jer 27.5, 32.17; Prov 3.19-20, 8.22-31. McDaniel, ESGM, 97
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exceeds an anthropocentric stewardship which opens onto resourceful
management and outtight exploitation. It is at this point of the text that McDaniel
introduces the notion of the soil as a gift, precisely becanse of its utlity. McDaniel sets
the land’s giftness apart from its autonomy: “It [the soil] is a ‘gift’ to us even as it
has life for itself, It is a gift in the sense that it is given to our species, and other
species as well . . . it is a godsend, an unasked for and unmerited foundation for our
existence and that of other creatures.” The land-gift may be kindly used because it
is a gift.

However, McDaniel does not propose a one-way gifting: he argues that the
soil-gift may be “complemented” by also (and impressively) proposing that “we
humans can be gifts to the soil. Just as the soil can be an instrument for our
purposes, so we can be an instrument for its well-being. . . . by acting to preserve

1 Of course, according to the present gift-

and maintain its health and integrity.
aporetics, the notion that “we humans can be gifts to the soil” would be a heuristic
advice, for identification of the gift is, as far as we can tell, part of the human
hermencutical enterprise. Whatever the case, retum enters McDaniel’s striking
account: the gratuitous gift of the soil is complemented, completed, or balanced
when we gift-recipients teturn the gift by being gifts ourselves. In the name of
ecology, the soil-gift’s gratuity is completed by its return. But this return is
ecological: otherwise stewardly use risks turning into abuse.

Interestingly, Wallace also couples the gift and stewardship, but for the sake
of critiquing stewardship from a biblical perspective: “nature is valued for its utility
for humankind because it is God’s gift for the cate and preservation of human

communities. The problem with this seemingly scripturally sanctioned, human-

centered ethic, however, is that it does not tell the whole story concerning the

4 McDaniel adds: “Inasmuch as God is respoasible for the gift through the long and gradual
processes of inorganic evolution, God is the giver of the gift.” McDaniel, ESGM, 101. According
to McDaniel’s own acceptance of the notion of co-creation, pethaps God should be expressed here
as “co-giver.”

¥ McDaniel, ESGM, 101. The definition of complementum is provided by the OED.
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biblical view of nature.™ Whar is the whole story? The Bible is marked by
anthropocentric and biocentric texts. Wallace powerfully recalls the Book of Job
and the way in which it decenters and resituates hurman beings in “the fragile
economy of the wild and sacred wotld of creation.”™ Wallace implores that we
heed its biocentrism, which means superseding stewardship and honoring the
Earth’s autonomy; he concludes (with emphasis): “Iustead of paternalistically arrogating
to onrselves the role of being divinely appointed stewards over all living things, we wonld serve
creation belter by refignring onrselves as temporary sojourners on the earth who shonld practice a
“bands-off " ethic toward other kfeforms”™ And so, instead of “protection and
stewardship,” Wallace calls for a vocabulary of “humility and caution.”
Stewardship is problematic not only from a biblical perspective, but also in
the context of the present gift-apotetics: stewardship is thoroughly circular; as the
OED definition illustrates (“The responsible use of resources, esp. money, time,
and talents, in the service of God”), this notion resonates strongly with
mercantilism: things are considered as “resources™: capital, stock, property—and
this term nowadays is, as Heidegger insightfully gleaned, extended to humans
(“human resources”).” These resources ate put into “service” for something or
someone else. Even if this other is a loving God (and I come back to this “if” in a
momment), these resources are figured according to their servicing of/to this other.

The commercial dimension to stewardship is reinforced by Leo’s text, with his

% Wallace, F$, 159.
# Wallace, FS, 159-161. Also refer to Keller’s detailed reading of Job in FD, ch.7. Wallace also

refers to the ecocentrism in Genesis 1 and 2.

* Wallace, FS, 167.

*! McFague also questions stewardship. Her criticism of an anthropocenttsm that locates us as “the
point and goal of creation,” and her refiguration of humanity’s role as “God’s partners,” therefore

“presses us beyond stewardship of life on carth to solidatity with all earth’s creatures . . .” TBG,
197.

” Hetdegger, OCT, 18.
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utilization of terms like “possession/s,” “requiring an account,” and “use.”

Wallace argues against a stewardship in which we are “wise custodians of the
resoutces that are ‘ours™ and argues for a radical ethic in which we humans lead
“simple life-styles that register minimal impact on the tich ecosystem that belongs
to all of ‘us.”

However, further objections arise in terms of the “other” towards which we
render our services. Fitst, in light of the undecidability and radically ecumenical
openness which marks the present aporetics, the question of this “other” is here
suspended (deferred but also plays along the margins): 1 “imately, a2 monotheistic
stewardship could only be practiced if the question of this “othet” is closed or
fixed. Stewardship is a limited response based on a limited characterization of the
divine other. It loses a certain degree of its force (and appeal) in the context of a
radical oikounenism. Moreover, eren Jf one idendfies a divine co-creator or co-gift-
giver, and is therefore able to apply the principle of stewardship, this identification
is problematic insofar as stewardship has been historically linked with the dominant
(and domineering) depictions of deity. Wallace identifies a relation between a
monarchical model of God and stewardship. He prefaces his critique of
stewardship by demonstrating that this model of care is based on a univocal
interpretation of Scripture regarding its figuration of the relation between humans
and other creatures.

Now, keeping in mind Wallace’s powerful critique of stewardship, and the
additional concerns raised here, I would nevertheless caution against the wholesale
elimination of the possibility of stewardship as oxne &ind of response to the creation-
gift. McDaniel’s nuanced reconfiguration of this age-old principle is ecological and

biblical, and it certainly moves away from any classical and problematic

* As to the question of whether and to what extent Leo resists thinking the gift in terms of
exchange, textually he only explicitly stipulates the aneconomic when discussing grace: “And yet
surely, unless it is given freely, it is not a gift . . .” “Letter One: To the Bishop of Aquileia,” § 3, in
PNF, on CCEL <http://www.ccelorg/fathers2/NPNF2-12/Npnf2-12-06.htm> 5 September
2003.

? Wallace, FS, 144.
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formulation. Like Wallace, McDaniel attempts to refigure stewardship as a low-
impact reception of the creation-gift. In the open and oscillational spitit of this
thesis, the following possibility is offered: that a nuanced, Aindly eco-stewardship

forms but one of our responses towards the creation-gift.

4.2.3 Playing With Creation

Our response to the creation-gift should not freeze with the response of an
eco-instrumentality or any other reaction: if creation is a gift, we would also (and
often do) respond with delight® An oscillation between utility and enjoyment is
intimated by McFague when, in relation to the question of other-than-human
animals, she thetorically asks: “IDo we not also delight in them and value them, not
just for their usefulness to us . . .?””° Hence, while an oscillational use of the
creation-gift is a proper response to it, enjoyment of the creation-gift is another,
proper tesponse. Indeed, it is perhaps the most appropriate pro-active tesponse 7
the gift, fotr joy respects and reflects the gift’s gratuity in an exceptional way:
enjoyment exceeds instrumentality: the gift is enjoyed rather than received
economically or returned religiously. Pleasure surpasses calculation. Fox, for
instance, announces: “Living without a why means enjoying gifts . . ™" Delighting
in the gift transgresses the epistemic desite for a knowledge of origins and
outcomes. (A certain “Delightenment” would, in othet words, counteract the
excesses of Enlightenment.) In my discussion of Caputo’s critique of Marion’s
phenomenological gift, I agreed that the responses of affirmation and celebration
are proper responses to freely given creation. The question of enjoyment was only

intimated in the previous chapter, and metits further attention.

% \When Russell Belk outlines a number of characteristics of the gift, he includes the gift’s ability to
delight. Russell Belk, “The Perfect Gift,” in Gift-Giving: A Research Anthology, ed. Cele Otnes and
Richard F. Beltramini {(Bowling Green, Ohio: Bowling Green State University Popular Press, 1996),
59-84, 61. Other characteastics cited by Belk include sacrificiality, pleasure, luxuriousness,
approptateness, surptise, and desire.

% McFague, TBG, 122.

?" Fox, Br, 206; also refer to Br, 203f.
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The playful recipient enjoys the gift beyond intention, utility, or possession.
Mark C. Taylor identifies a relation between play, its transgression of reason/s, and

gratuity. The remarkable (and hypetbolic) passage warrants lengthy citation:

Play is, first of all, purposeless. The playet . . . needs no goals, rewards,
or results. . . . Play ends when it is taken seriously or is pursued for the
sake of a definite purpose. In a certain sense, play, in contrast to
work(s), has no reason. . . . Play, which is always free and can never be
bought, breaks the closed circuit of appropriation that charactetizes
udlitarian consumerism. Though play is all-consuming and all-
possessing, players neither consume nor possess. . . . Unlike the faithful
son, the prodigal neither returns nor demands a return. . . . {Pjlay
appeats to be totally frivolous. . . . As a result of its purposelessness and

insubstantiality, play appears to be completely gratuitous.”

Purposelessness is the (often forgotten) other of severely “purposeful” phenomena
(definitive discourses and totalizing practices): enjoyment, marked as it is by
purposelessness, therefore resists those excessive phenomena that contribute to the
ecological crisis. Enjoyment destabilizes the threat that comes from the “uglitarian
consumerism” that exceeds any appropriate use of the creation-gift. Webb
discusses the theologian, Horace Bushnell, with regard to the turn to play: “history
shows religion evolving from the labor of the law to the spontaneity of play. Wotk,
he {Bushnell] thought, designates conscious, intended effort, whereas play is
carefree and formless, and he was glad that religion, in his day, was moving into its

proper sphere in the impulsive free play of the human spirit liberated from the

o8 Taylor, Er, 158-160. As a matter of interest, Taylor mukes the following claim a few pages later,
which resonates with an oscillational logic: “Erring necessatily involves a double movement of
resignation and acceptance . . .” Er, 166.
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oppressively goal-driven constraints of labor.” Playing with the gift counteracts
the work and calculation involved with its return.

In the text upon which the present thesis turns, Given Tine, purposeless
celebration is also celebrated. Derrida depicts the practice of smoking according to
a vocabulaty of a playful excess: “unproductive expenditure”/“luxuty,”
“expending at a pute loss, for pure auto-affective pleasure”;'™ “the object of a pure

LN 14

and luxutious consumption,” “gratuitous and therefore costly, an expenditure at a
loss that produces a pleasure.”™ Celebration is linked to gratuity in a “desire
beyond need”: “The offering and the use of tobacco give access to honor and
virtue by raising one above the pure and simple economic circulation of so-called
natural needs and productions, above the level of the necessary. It is the moment
of celebration and luxury, of gratuity as well as liberty.”'” Enjoyment is also linked
to surprise and wonder: “Pleasure is always and first of all the pleasure of being
surprised. . . . The cause of pleasure in the other is surprise, the passion of wonder,
as at the origin of philosophy (the thawmazein [wonder] as otiginary pathos of the
philosophet, according to Socrates in the Theaetetus, since philosophy has no other
cause).”'® Enjoying the tobacco-gift or philosophy (both of which can be gift/Gif)
stands in stark contrast with the utilitarianism and violence that marks much of our
reception of the matrix of beings. And so, the reaction of enjoyinent certainly
reflects the gratuity of the creation-gift.

But is there an éthos to fun? Play is certainly responsible in its resistance to

totalization; Peter Quigley aptly sums up the responsibility in playing: “Play is not

” Webb, TGG, 137-138. Refer to Horace Bushnell, Work and Play (New York: Chatles Scribner,
1881). Webb also cites Norman O. Brown with regard 10 the relation between gifting and playing;
“Giving 1s 2 way of celebrating the life instinct by fusing sexual desire and social needs in a playful,
earthy exuberance.” Webb, TGG, 66; refer to Brown, Life against Death New Yotk: Vintage, 1959);
also refer to Brown, Lore’s Body (Betkeley: University of California Press, 1966).

" Derrida, GT, 103.
" Derrida, GT, 107.

2 Derrida, GT, 113. Derrida also expresses speech in a lexicon of hyperbolic enjoyment:
“superabundant, excessive, generous, useless, redundant, luxurious.” Derrida, GT, 104,

1% Derrida, GT, 146.
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to be understood in the sense of irtesponsibility, but in the sense of dissent from
the seriousness of those who claim to possess the truth that can be structured and
enforced.”"™ Play and humility are inter-related: they distance themselves from any
totalizing truths. Play resists the excesses of episténe.

One may even suggest that playing points towards a kind of eco-politics. Kate
Soper sketches a relaton between social change and an “alternative hedonist
vision” in her book What is Naiure?® Soper proposes: “Our experience of life
might, after all, be altogether more heady and exotic were it to be less narrowly
fixated on the acquisiion of resource-hungry, cumbersome, short-lived, junk-
creating commodities.”™ An eco-playful society entails neither a reduction of living
standards (“but rather an aitered conception of the standard itself”) nor a “mass
conversion to otherwotldliness.” Key features include “space to play and time to be
idle” and a willingness to “pay the price in terms of a more modest and less
privatized structure of material satisfactions.”™” Enjoyment and its interrelated
phenomena (affirmation, celebration, pleasure, idleness, etc.) not only respect and
reflect the gratuity of the gift but obviously contribute ecologically by doing that
which is otherwise than disfigurative or destructive. Creation is played with—uot
manipulated to the point of destruction. We delight in it rather than totalize it.
Enjoyment of the gift, together with besyehia, humility, and lecting-be, all contribute
to an eco- éthos that responds to the gift’s prior-ity and gratuity.

In what ways are divinity, freely given cteation, and enjoyment telated? The
idea of enjoying and playing with the gift and the creatdon-gift has a long history.
First, certain scriptural moments present a playful corrclation between co/ereator
and creation. Keller proposes that the biblical reaction to creation in Genesis (“And

God saw that it was good”) may not be “mere self-congratulation” but

"™ Peter Quigley, “Rethinking Resistance,” in Postmodern Environmental Etbics, ed. Max Oclschlaeger
(Albany: State University of New York Press, 1995), 173-192, 186.

"% Kate Soper, What is Nature? Culture, Politics and the Non-Human (Oxford: Blackwell, 1995), 270
[hereafter Soper, WN].

1% Soper, WN, 269.
Y7 Soper, PN, 269.
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“spontaneous delight . . .”: from the very beginning of the Bible, joy is presented as
a divine response to creation.' Moltmann figures the God who “rests” on the
seventh day (Gen 2.3-4) as the God who celebrates: “The resting God, the
celebrating God, the God who rcjoices over his [sic] creation . . .”" One is

teminded here of the beautiful, powerful line by Angelus Silesius: “God plays with

ereation.”!?

According to Psalm 104, God creates the monstrous Leviathan and lets it
play."" Biblical exegetes like Keller and Carol A. Newsom discetn a kind of
otkological jonissance in the Book of Job. Delight features in Newsom’s enunciation
of this revelation: “This new image is one of God as a power for life, balancing the
needs of all creatures, not just humans, cherishing freedom, full of fierce love and
delight for each thing without regard for its udlity, acknowledging the deep
interconnectedness of death and life, restraining and nuttuting each element in the
ecology of creaton.”'” And so, Scripture itself refers to divinity’s recreational
interactivity with creation.

Furthermore, humans are also urged to enjoy creation-gifts. As I noted in the
second chapter (§ 2.1.1), there is a remarkable passage in Scripture (Eccles 5.18-19)
that supports the notion that creation-pragmata, specifically figured as gifts, should
be enjoyed by creatutes, but it bears repeating: “This is what 1 have seen to be
good: it is fitting to eat and drink and find enjoyment in all the toil with which one
toils under the sun the few days of the life God gives us; for this is our lot. Likewise
all to whom God gives wealth and possessions and whom he [sic] enables to enjoy

them, and to accept their lot and find enjoyment in their toil—this is the gift of

God.”

198 Keller, FD, 195.

' Moltmann, GC, 6.

1 Silesius, TCW, Bk. 2: 198. This remark is cited by Dertida, SLN, in Derrida, ON, 75.

" Psalm 104.26: “There [the sea] go the ships, and Leviathan that you formed to sport in it.”

tz Newson, “Job,” in The Women's Bible Commentary, ed. Carol A. Newson and Sharon H. Ringe
(London: SPCK, 1992), 138-144, 136; cited in Keller, FD, 140; also refer to Keller, FD, ch. 7.
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Likewise, there are 2 number of theological moments that stress enjoyment of
the creation-gift/s. One of the earliest instances of the pairing of “creation” and
“oift” in recorded Christian theology promotes the enjoyment of corporeal gifts.
Citing Psalm 104.15, Ignatius (30-107) advises: ““Wine makes glad the heart of man
[sic], and oil exhilarates, and bread strengthens him.” But all are to be used with
moderation, a5 being the gifts of God”' While the statement from Ignatius
demonstrates a kind of instrumentality, it is nevertheless mediated by testraint and
enjoyment: creation-gifts like wine, oil, and bread ace not to be abused, for they are
divinely gift-ed. Tertullian displays the sentiment of delight when he mentions “my
present exjoyment of the earthly gift”'" Augustine also urges enjoyment of corporeal
pifts, and this rare summons is ecologically powerful: “Who has not this Mercy of
God. .. that he enjoys this light, this air, rain, fruits, diversity of seasons, and all the
earthly comforts, health of body, the affection of friends, the safety of his family?
All these are good, and they are God’s gifts . . ™"

Rather than emphasizing indebtedness towards the richness of creaton,
Chrysostom, citing Paul, encourages delight: “But in the living God,” he [Paul] says,
‘who gives us richly all things to enjoy.” [1 Tim 6.17¢] This ‘all things richly’ is justly
spoken, in reference to the changes of the year, to air, light, water, and other gifts. For how
richly and ungrudgingly are all these bestowed!”"® The call for the response of
delight towards the gift is also promoted by Aquinas, and even contrasted with the

response of indebtedness: “Gift as a personal name in God does not imply

"3 Yonatius, The Epistle of Ignatius o Hero, a Deacon of Antioch, ch. 1, in ANF, on CCEL
<http:/ /www.ccel.org/ fathers2/ANF-01/2anf01-30.htm#P2787_452241> 1 August 2003,

" Terwllian, FB, Bk. 111, ch. 25, in ANF, on CCEL <hup://www.ccel.org/fathers2/ANF-
03/anf03-30.htm#P4763_1515567> 1 August 2003,

5 Augustine, Fxposition on Psalm 36, pat. 6,in PNF, on CCEL <htip:/ /www.ccel.org/fathersZ/NP
NF1-08/apnf1-08-42.atm> 1 August 2003; also refer to Exposiiion on Psalm 37, par. 10, in PNF, on
CCEL <hutp://vwww.ccelorg/fathers2/NPNI1-08/npnfl -08-44. hem#P994_469164> 1 August
2003. Augustine’s City of God also refers to enjoyment of corporeal gifts; refer to City of God, Bk.
XIX, ch. 10, in PNF, on CCEL <http:/ /www.ccel.org/fathers/NPNF1-02/ Augustine/cog/t107.h
tm> 1 August 2003.

"% Chrysostom, Homilies on the First Epistle of St Paul to Timothy, “Homily Eighteen,” in PNF, on
CCEL <http:/ /www.ccel.org/ fathers2/NPNF1-13/npnfl-13-99.htra> 1 August 2003.
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subject X 1 ig] i

Jection [an extreme form of indebtedness), but only origin, as regards the giver;
but as regards the one to whom it is given, it implies a free use, or enjoyment . . "
With a little help from ex wibilo, Thomas Traheme joyfully declares: “It is an

inestimable joy that I was raised out of nothing to see and enjoy this glotious world:

It is a Sacred Gift .. .

Andrew Murtay also ponders the idea of an enjoyable return of creation-gifts
in The Deeper Christian Life; the relevant passage deserves to be extensively cited
because it is a rate archival-theological example of 2 more sustained (and extremely

exuberant) reflection wrestling with the paradox of gifting:

“God gives all, I receive all, T give all. . . . God does so rejoice in what
we give to Him. Tt is not only T that am the receiver and the giver, but
God is the Giver and the Receiver too, and, may I say it with reverence,
has more pleasure in the receiving back than even in giving. With our
little faith we often think they come back to God again all defiled. God
says, ‘No, they come back beautiful and glorified’; . . . with a new value
and beauty. Ah! child of Ged you do not know how precious the gift
that you bring to your Father, is in His sight. Have I not seen a2 mother
give a piece of cake, and the child comes and offers her a piece to share
it with her? How she values the gift! And your God, oh, my friends,
your God, His heart, His Father's heart of love, longs, longs, longs to
have you give Him everything. It is not a demand. It is a demand, but it
is not a demand of a hard Master, it is the call of a loving Father, who
knows that every gift you bring to God will bind you closer to Himself

-+ . Oh, friends! a gift to God has in His sight infinite value. It delights
I‘Ii.ﬂl.”‘w

Y7 Thomas Aquings, ST, 1381 (“OFf the Name of the Holy Ghost, As Gift™), on CCEL
<http://www.ccel.org/a/aquinas/summa/FP/FP038.html> 1 August 2003

""® Traherne, CM, “The First Century,” par. 92, on CCEL <http:/ /www.ccel.org/ccel/traherne /ce
atures.allLhtml> 1 August 2003.

119 44 . kb
Murray, DCL, “Consecration,” § 4, on CCEL <http:/ /www.ccel.org/m/murray/deeper/deeper
life08.htm> 8 August 2003.
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This call for delighting in the creation-gift is also registexed by late-modern
theology. Moltmann, for instance, stresses that God’s day of rest (Gen 2.2-3) and
the sabbath commandment (Ex 20.8-11) signify the requirement for the other of
work: the time is taken for humans and other-than-human others to enjoy and
celebrate creation. In Leviticus 25.4 and 25.11, this instruction is eco-democratically
extended to alf of creation: Moses is instructed that every seventh year “there shall
be a sabbath of complete rest for the land . . ”” and that, during every fiftieth year
(ubilec), humans are to do the same. Sabbath and Jubilee are obviously strong
ecological phenomena: they allow the earth to be.'® Recalling divine recreation,
MecDaniel also urges us to enjoy creation; he reflects: “to share with humans and
with other creatures that capacity to enjoy, and indeed to enjoy our joy, must be
one of God’s supreme pleasures.”"'

Sittler also relates enjoyment to letting-be, and figures enjoyment as a ptimary
relation to creation: “To enjoy means to let a thing be itself and rejoice in it. So the
first relation we have to the eatth is to enjoy it . . . because, says Augustine, if you
enjoy a thing, you will not abuse it.”'* Citing Eckhart, Fox concludes the (above-
mentioned) discourse on Gelassenbest and hesyehia by connecting a “gentle and
receptive silence” to a retumn to God that produces freedom: “we shall be free—as
free as God is—to play ‘by his side . . . delighting him day after day, cvet at play in
his presence, at play everywhere in the world”'® Webb affirms creation in the
following statement: “The communion meal that looks forward to the Messianic
banquet makes giving not only concrete but also festive. Giving occurs not only
through suffering but also joy.”'* Finally, Schmitz affirms creation’s relationality

according to the logic of gifting: “The gift, then, is the medium in and through

120 M oltmann, GC, 285; also refer to Moltmaan on play, GC, 310-312.
12! McDaniel, ESGM
2 Sittler, TSS, 21.

13 Fox, Br, 225; Fox does not provide reference details for ths quotation,
124 \Webb, TGG, 151.
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which giver and recipient affitm their being-in-the-wotld-together. It is the place of
the celebration of their co-presence.”'™

As I noted in the previous chapter, one of Caputo’s queries to Marion at the
conclusion of the Villanova exchange is, in effect, a call to receiving creation in an
affirmative and celebratory way: “If creation is a gift, then it is not a debt but
something we affirm and celebrate.” I return to this either/or (expressed in the
form of a “not/but”) in the following subsection, but Caputo’s call for affirmation
is certainly affirmed here. With Nietzsche, Derrida, Caputo, and Horner, 1 agree
that we (especially the religious) have not properly affirmed and celebrated creation,
but we have, on the contrary, focused on its obligation and return. Now, Caputo’s
call for celebration may be traced back to a text like The Prayers and Tears of Jacques
Derrida, where he points towards “a theology of the world as gift,” and the kingdom
of God that would accompany it. His remarks on the place of play are typically
inspiring: “The kingdom is a kingdom of children at play, playing with the freedom
of the children of God.”'* The creation-gift of God: a playground. Of course, a
radically oikological playground would be one in which 2/ things aze allowed to play
freely.

All of these reflections on joy and playfulness (from the biblical to the
archival-theological to the late-modern) not only reflect the gratuity of the gift;
from an explicitly ecological perspective, they contrast sharply with any residual
asceticism that, by definition, is marked by a disdain for the corpoteal. To enjoy
corporeality is to respect and reflect creation’s giftness. And so, enjoyment may be
considered an active response par excellence. Indeed, it should become more
prevalent: rather than focusing on indebtedness and obligation, we subjects should
enjoy the gift more. Playing with creation would obviously contribute to the end of
domineering and damaging circumscription and abuse. To be sure, an ecological
play would gently celebrate, affirm, and conserve creaton, rather than deplete it or

wear it out, for, as is the case with besychia and letting-be, an eco-playfulness

12 Schmitz, TGC, 81.
126 Caputo, PTJD, 228.
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contrasts sharply with violence. An unrestricted, free-for-all recreationism leads to
discreation (as is the case with unrestricted “game” fishing, unbridled snow skiing,
etc.).

And so, perceiving what-is as a gift may direct humans towards a more eco-
playful relationship with it, which would dislodge the increasingly dominant
relations of disfigurement and destruction. It is imperative that creation enjoys

itself—its survival depends on it.

4.2.4 Refiguring Return

Enjoying freely given creation a/ready reflects the economic aspect of the gift,
for enjoyment tesponds to both its aspects: its idendficadon and its gratuity. In
other words, the subject consciously enjoys the gift because it has been identified as a
2. Enjoyment arises according to the act of recognition. Hence, enjoyment, as an
intentional teaction, is a kind of “return,” ot, mote accurately, it approximates a
“return-without-return,” because it does not dwell on calculation, indebtedness, or
repayment. But how should these heavily circular responses to the creation-gift be
construed? Should they be abandoned as responses to the creation-gift?

While the gift-recipient should cettainly (and perhaps primarily) receive the
gift in enjoyment, an explicitly oscillational encounter with what-is should not
cease: like instrumentality and stewardship, there is also a place for active return. It
is an inevitable part of the process of gifting, for the gift’s recognition will lead to a
variety of responses, including the range of commercial reacdons. The category of
explicit return is a fiting response to the creation-gift fusofar as it respects and
reflects its circularity. (The qualifying phrase “insofar as” alludes to a nuancing that
is developed over the course of this subsection.) To be sure, a defense of circular
tesponses to the gift may sound strange and contradictory, but this strangeness
does not weaken the argument; on the contrary, it signals its rigor: the gift itself
requires thinking contradictorily. (After all, strangeness is no stranger to the apotia.)

Nevertheless, as I explin in due course, the inclusion of return as a proper
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response to the gift-creation makes mote sense as I explain its place in the context
of oscillation.

Now, responses like obligation and indebtedness are not only warranted on
theoretical grounds, but this kind of response to creation is ecologically crucial. If
creation were to be received purely in terms of enjoyment, then it risés being
exclusively objectified as a plaything. Foltz cites this risk as it relates to other-than
human phusis in his cridcism of Lévinas: “Even in the wotk of Levinas, nature
seems to be nothing more than a soutce for ‘objects of enjoyment’—a view
unlikely to promote more than indirect regard for the natural environment in its
own tight.”"” This charge is dubious because, fitst, it undermines the profundity of
fun (a typical reaction by “serious” philosophy; one is reminded here of Taylor’s
and Quigley’s remarks on seriousness); and, second, because Lévinas’ enjoyment is
counteracted by a profound ethicism (to which I return in a moment).'®

Bracketing the unfaitness of the chatge, Foltz’s concern about this kind of
objectification of -ication is certainly legitimate and therefore needs to be
acknowledged and considered: if creation is exclusively figured as an object of
enjoyment, then instrumentalism enters out interactivity. A wildlife “park” should
not be construed simply as a piece of commodified creation to be consumed by
“wildlife lovers” (akin to a theme park that is visited by all-consuming “fun
lovers”). As Heidegger sharply phrases it (and understandably so), the Rhine River
has not only been forced to become a “water powet suppliet,” but also “an object
on call for inspection by a tour group ordered there by the vacation industry.”'”
When creation is challenged and set up according to often-burdensome human
manipulation and utilization, the gift risks becoming objectified, its excess is denied,

and its giftness is therefore threatened.

127 Foltz, ITE, xi, n.2; he cites Emmanuel Lévinas, Totality and Infinity: An Essay on Exteriority, trans.
Alphonso Lingis (Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 1991) [hereafter Lévinas, TAI.

28 On the question of seriousness in thinkers like Heidegger, refer to Scott, LT, 72, 113-115.
" Heidegger, OCT, 16.
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And so, the following path is offered as a resistance against the possibility of
objectification: while we gift-recipients should certainly play with the gift (as well as
respond to it in terms of besychia, Gelassenheit, and so on), thete is also a cestain
requitement (and space) for those responses that are explicitly circular (gratitude,
indebtedness, praise, etc.). Responsibility would ensure that our play does not
disfigure ot discreate the creation-gift.

Since return (and responsibility) would be included as one of our responses to
the creation-gift, one is better able to register a further problem with the excesses
of Nietzschean and Emersonian squandering (§ 2.2.2): the idea of an excessive and
exclusive play or expenditure without reserve seems to leave no room for
indebtedness. Webb considets Emerson as a classic protagonist of debt-free
expenditure: “With an inestimable influence, Emerson was the first to articulate the
North American [or, mote broadly, westetn] fantasy of acting the spendthrift

»20 This notion of expenditure without reserve is

without incurring any debt.
ecologically tisky—disastrous—because it promotes the notion that the matrix of
beings is an endless resource or standing-resetrve expended in an all-consuming
manner. Excessive squandeting obviously leaves no room for Gelassenkeit and
reciprocity. Excessive and constant consumption and consumerism lead to the
destruction of the creation-gift, a violence inflicted and witnessed by us today. If
enjoyment is to be an ecologically responsible response to this gift, then it cannot
be an all-consuming expenditure.

According to an oscillational thinking of gifting, how would the specific
phenomenon of religions return (sacrifice, praise, indebtedness, etc.) be figured?
Once again, I preface my remarks by acknowledging that there is no denying the
contradictoriness of the tension between the response of expenditure (reflecting
gratuity), on the one hand, and religious return (teflecting identification), on the

other: indeed, this contradictoriness is made starker when considering Christian

returns of the gift because, as 1 noted in my retracing of the word “gift” in

1% \Webb, TGG, 57. Elsewhere, Webb instructs: “Taking the liberal position to the extreme would
glorify giving without counting the cost that generosity often entails.” TGG, 26.
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Christian writings, the notion of the wrconditional gift—particularly grace—
becomes an important one. The belief that God gifts unconditdonally has become
axiomatic for Christianity. And yef, the thought and practice arises in which gift-
recipients (believers) are bound to the gift-giver (God): teligiosity is moved or
marked by an indebtedness towards the divine. In accordance with the radicalism
of Christian gifting, thinkers like Nietzsche, Derrida, Caputo, and Horner justifiably
protest against the mercantilism in Christian gifting, These critics rightly insist that
Jesus’ Gentesireich is his transgression of calculative giving—the transgression of a
religiosity that binds (refigars). Commendably, Horner calls into question this kind of
mercantilism: “Much teligious mentality is devoted to a calculation of debts.”™
Howerer, this justified criticism may be recontextualized according to an
oscillational thinking of gifting. Despite the legitimate criticisms aimed at Christian
commercialism, there is a certain validity in the religious response of return
(thanksgiving, indebtedness) towards the co/giver of the creation-gift. There is a
long but rather sparse theological tradition of returning (thanking, owing) God for
God’s creation-gifts. Irenaeus, for instance, determines that the offering of thanks
is appropriate for the divine gifting of created things: “Now we make offering to Him
[Ged], not as though He stood in need of it, but rendering thanks for His gift, and
thus sanctifying what has been created.””* Martin Luther (1483-1546) replaces
animal sacrifice with thanksgiving: “we first should offer unto Christ, not oxen or
cattle, but ourselves, acknowledging God's gifis, corporal and spiritual, temporal

and eternal, and giving bim thanks for them.”'™

13t Hommer, RGG, 247. As I noted above, Marion also calls this kind of religious mercantilism into
question when he criticizes Anselm’s commercialization of the Incarnation (§ 3.1.1).

P2 Irenaeus, AH, Bk. IV, ch. 18, pat. 6, in ANF, on CCEL <hup://www.ccel.org/fathers2/A
NF-01/anf01-62.hem#P7979_2198226> 1 August 2003; also refer to Irenaeus, AH, Bk. V, ch. 2,
par. 2.

" Martin Luther, “Of A Christian Life,” § 706, in Tabl Talk, trans, William Hazlite (Philadelphia:
The Lutheran Publication Society), on CCEL <http://www.ccelotg/l/luther/table_talk/table
_talk32.htm> 1 August 2003. For anoiher example of thanking God for creation-gifts, refer to
Augustne, Reply to Faustus the Manichaean, Bk, 20, § 13, in PNF, on CCEL <http://www.ccel.o
rg/ fathers2/NPINF1-04/ npnfl1-04-33.him> 1 August 2003; also refer to Tertullian, FB, Bk. IV, ch.
17, in ANF, on CCEL <htip://www.ccel.org/ fathers2/ANF-03/2anf03-31 hem#P5230_1636728>
1 August 2003,
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In a homily entitled “The Germination of the Earth,” Basil (fifth century)
feels obligated by the sheer richness of creation: “In the rich treasures of creation it
is difficult to select what is most precious; the loss of what is omitted is too severe
. . . What then? Shall we show no gratitude for so many beneficial gifts . . .*"*"* The
anonymous author of the Clond of Unknowing (fourteenth century) advises that we
should react to “the wonderful gifts, kindness, and works of God in all His [sic]
creatures bodily and ghostly with thanking and praising”'

To be sure, the gift's circularity is sometimes figured in extremely harsh
terms. Frangois Fénelon (1651-1715), for instance, demands that the divine gift be
returned: “What do you have which belongs to thee? What do you have which did
not come from on high, and ought not to reiurn there? Everything, yes, even this I
which would divide with God his gifts, is a gift of God, and was only made for
Him . . .”" The gift loses all gratuity and linearity according to a logic and language
of a divine ownership that is never relinquished.

The creadon-gift continues to evoke feelings of indebtedness and return
today. At one point in God in Creation, Moltmann identifies creation as a gift: “the
world is God’s creation and his gift.”"" How do we respond? “The person who
thanks, lays the given and accepted gift before the giver.”™ The creaton-gift is
returned in thanksgiving. Indeed, “Offering the world to God in thanksgiving
confers freedom in existence”—though one wondets how the circle of reception-

and-return confers freedom.” Moreover, Moltmann defines human being in

" Basil, “Homily 5,” § 4, in PNF, on CCEL <htip:/ /www.ccel.org/ fathers2/NPNF2-08/Npnf2-
08-13.htm#P2236_681498> 1 August 2003.

35 Cloud of Unknowing, ch. 8, on CCEL <hutp://www.ccelotg/a/anonymous2/cloud/htm/
xiv.htm> 18 August 2003,

136 RBrancois Fénelon, Spiritual Progess, in Fenelon and Madame Gruyon, ed. James W. Metcalf (New
York: M. W. Dodd, 1853), on CCEL <http:/ /www.ccel.otg/f/fenelon/progress/cache/progress.h
tml3> 1 August 2003.

Y7 Moltmaan, GC, 71.
3 Moltmana, GC, 71.

% Moltmann, GC, 71, 70. The statement that ties the gift to God is also prefigured by a vocabulary
of divine ownership: “this wotld is the propersy of the gods, not of men and women.” GC, 71.
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precisely the terms of thanksgiver: “To express the experience of creation in
thanksgiving and praise is his [human being; sic] designation from the very beginning
.o M Webb remarks: “What God gives is both God’s self and the givenness of
things that allows us to recogrize, multiply, and return God’s gifts.”™*!

Theology returns the gift in various degrees of acuteness: thanking, praising,
returning. But such responses to the gift, as paradoxical as they are, belong to the
very natute of the gift. Debt, binding, and calculation are gathered up under the
figure of identification—one of the two essential marks of gift/ing: the economic
reception of the gift and all that it entails (identification, calculation, a sense of
debt, etc) is therefore an essential aspect to the reception of the gift. Religiosity reflects the
divinely gift-ed creation-gift’s circularity, even though circularity un/does it. This
un/doing is essential: the gift would go unrecognized without idendfication,
exchange, or indebtedness. But our receptivity should not end with indebtedness;
indeed, it should not end at all: our modes of reception should osc/ate.

Finally, I am better placed to work through the two all-important questions
and the proposition submitted by Caputo at the end of the Villanova exchange:
“Should anyone end up in debt from a gift? Should we be in debt to God for the
gift of creation? If creation is a gift, then it is not a debt but something we affirm
and celebrate.” To begin with, should we end up in debt from a gift? Whether we
“like it or not,” we do end up in debt, insofar as we recognize a gift, even in its
gratuity, and thereby respond according to different degrees of return. To be sure,
any indebtedniess should be offset by the recognition that the gift also releases us from
its debt. Applying this obsetvation to God and creation, the following observation
may be offered: if God co/gifts creation, then we are, once again, both indebted

and released from debt. According to a logic of oscillation, Horner’s powerful

1 Moltmann, GC, 70.

B Webb, TGG, 90; emphasis added. ‘The theologian Stephen J. Duffy, who, as I noted in my
Introduction, writes about grace, also recalls the idea of return: “Humankind receives the world
from the Creator’s hands that it might baag it back to God . . .7 Duffy, 73. Also consider the
following staternent that immediately precedes the cited one: “God created the world for God’s
own glory.”

193




The Oscillational Ethos Of This Aporctics

contention, that we “owe God nothing,” requites modification: we owe and not-
owe God. Unfortunately, Chtistendom has perhaps focused too much attention on
owing divinity.

Now, the interrelated responses of affirmation and celebration certainly
exemplify the response of not-owing God. Affirmation is a Yes-saying to the
creation-gift (a #ery Nietzschean, anti-mercantile thing to do): it implies a deviation
away from the language of economy and negotiaton, for affirmation is an act
motivated by joy rather than duty. An affirmation of the creation-gift also seems to
imply a deviation away from the desire to calculate the gift's worth: freely given
creation is (simply) affirmed, rather than circumsecribed, instrumentalized,
technologized, and commodified.

Celebration is an interesting response because, while it still resounds with
religious meaning and is associated with religious events and religion in general (a
ptiest, for example, is often called a “celebrant™), it has certainly gained a more
general signification, denoting the act of unjoying.'? “Celebration” may perhaps be
defined as the (often secular) ritualization of affirmation. Celebrating or enjoying
the gift is a reception that is non-circular, or, more accurately, /ss circular: rather
than repaying or returning the gift, the recipient delights in it. While the
celebration-reception is still a reaction to the gift, it certainly resists any heavy-
handed gift-return: the gift is “simply” enjoyed without clear recousse to exchange.

One may even propose that which is scandalous to the ethically and
religiously zealous: that the more irreligious or secular the celebration, the more
respectable the response is, at least in terms of the creation-gift’s gramity. It is

worth quoting Caputo’s reference to Lévinas in this respect:

"2 The OED defincs “celebration” thus: “The petformance of a solemn ceremony; spec. the action
of celebraung the euchanst. The observing of a feast, day, or special season; the honoudng or
recognizing of an event by religious ceremonies, festivities, ete.” The NODE offers the following
secular characteristic as part of its description; “the action of making one’s pleasute at an important

event. . . by engaging in enjoyable . . . activity.” One of the Dicffonary’s definitions of “celebrate” is:
to “do something enjoyable.” NODE, 293.
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Lévinas speaks at the beginning of Totakty and lufimty of a kind of
natural atheism, where you rejoice in the world for its own sake; which,
he thinks, has to be interrupted later or at a higher level by the ethical
claim. But first there’s this sphere of a kind of joyous atheism. It is
there that he talks about “good soup.” You should be able to enjoy
good soup. There nceds to be a moment of a kind of felicitous
unmindfulness of God in which we take the world that God has given
to us without being obsessed with returning it to God."®

This sentiment captures precisely that which constitutes a reception of the creation-
gift that reflects the gift’s aporetcity: a doubled receptivity. On the one hand, the
response of indebtedness cotresponds to the gift’s ability to be identified. Hence,
ethical and religious indebtedness is not improper to the reception of the gift. On
the other hand, the gift’s reception according to the modes of affirmaton,
celebration, and enjoyment reflect the gratuitous aspect of the gift. Caputo
thetefore urges us gift-recipients to linger longer on the side of the gift’s gratuity
and to respond accordingly: affirming, celebrating, and, as I noted in the previous
chapter, also forgiving. When speaking about the two aspects of the gift in terms of
“pure gift” (gratuity) and “pure economy” (circularity), Caputo advocates the ideal
situation as one “of inhabiting the distance between the two with as much grace
and ambiance and hospitality as possible,” ot, in more oscillational terms, “to move
between them and have mote gracious, open-ended economies.”™*

Certainly a “joyous athcism,” which is somehow interrupted by the gift’s
identification as a gift, is a rery proper tesponse to the freely given web of what-is.
First of all, secularity responds to the anonymity of the gift-giver (proposed by the
phenomenological Marion) by not teally responding at all. A secular response
approaches non-response: the gift is simply cnjoyed. Furthetmore, secularity

dissolves, to a certain degree, the “insoluble debt” that Mation’s phenomenology

seems to propound, and which Caputo is so wary of (§ 3.2.1-2). After all,

3 Caputo, personal conversation, 3 December 2001, Refer to Lévinas, TAI 110. Lévinas’
profound ethicism discounts Foltz’s charge recalled at the beginning of this subsection.

" Caputo, PTJD, 173; Caputo, personal conversation, 3 December, 2001.
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secularization is a resistance to the gift’s circularization (calculation, obligation).
And, perhaps, this is the case when we go about our everyday business in the midst
of the creation-gift: the gift is not recognized as such; it retains its giftness insofar
as its linearity is saved by our ignorance.

And so, any return of the gift should be tempered by a secular or atheistic
receptivity that is affirmative and celebratory, What this means for the religious is
that i€ the creation-gift is perceived to be gift-ed by God, the gift’s reception could
be tempeted by the matks of borh indebtedness and joyous affirmation. And so, 1
propose that the way for believers to remain most faithful to the gift-aporia is to
oscillate between indebtedness and its other: to owe and not-owe God. If one
perceives what-is as, in some way, divinely co/gift-ed, then one should oscillate
between (religious) Camival to (secular) carnival."™ Oscillaon would reflect and
respect the mad logic of the creation-gift. Perhaps this oscillation, as thorny as it
seems, may be the really “real Geniestreich of Jesus.”

I noted in my retracing of the gift in archival theology that, in certain texts,
Bunyan stresses the circulartity of the gift (§ 2.1.2). However (and in keeping with
our entanglement when we attempt to think the gift), in his book The Work of Jesus
Christ As Aw Advocate, he advocates the paradoxical two-way action of
acknowledging the gift with an unashamed taking—and asking for mote: “God has
no need of thy gift, nor Christ of thy bribe, to plead thy cause; take thankfully what
is offered, and call for more; that is the best giving to God. God is rich enough; talk
not then of giving, but of receiving, for thou art poor. Be not too high, nor think
thyself too good to live by the alms of heaven . . 2% Thanking (an act of

indebtedness) and squandering (reflecting divine excess) are here placed side by

% The OFD stpulates that “Carnival” (with a capital) refers to: “The season immediately
preceding Lent, devoted in Italy and other Roman Catholic countrics to revelty and riotous
amusement . . .” Of course, the term “carnival” has gained a broader definition: “Any season or
course of feasting, otous revehy, or indulgence. A fun-fair; circus.”

Y Bunyan, The Work of Jesus Christ as an Adwcate, ch. 8, ed. George Offor (London: Dorman
Newman, 1689), on Acada John Bunyan Onkine Library <http:/ /acacia.pair.com/AcaciaJohn.Bunyan
/Sermons. Allegories/]esus.Christ. Advocate/8 html> 8 August 2003,
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side: the gift-recipient gratefully receives gifts but also asks for more! The believing
gift-recipient would, according to Bunyan’s thinking, be a grateful squanderer.”’
And so, if creation is a gift, religious return should oscillate with a quasi-
Nietzschean squandering. The ctiique of religion as exemplar of return and
indebtedness, a critique that is undeniably valid and crucial, should be considered in
the larger context of the gift-aporia: while the gratuity of the gift has certainly been
underplayed and the notion of indebtedness overemphasized, any simple reversal
or one-sidedness would not sufficiently reflect the aporeticity of the gift. A secular
enjoyment (affirmation, celebration) of the gift should certainly be emphasized, but
indebtedness (religious or otherwisc) remains a proper response to the gift. A
secular joy responds to the gift’s gratuity; a religious indebtedness teflects the gift’s
circularity. The gift-aporia makes room for both of these kinds of tesponses; it

makes room for oscillation.

An Ardor For Arduous Oscillation

And so, the subject that interprets creation as a gift-apotia would teceive-and-
return this gift in an oscillation marked by ecologically nuanced responses like
letting-be, use, enjoyment, and return. All of these responses, as divergent as they
are, respect and reflect the gift-aporia.

Now, one may protest that the double movement of oscillation is difficult. In
the previous chapter, I discussed Webb’s apparent objection that “the oscillation
between excess and exchange produces theories of gifting that make gift giving an
increasingly difficult activity to understand, let alone practice.” 1 concur. Howerer, 1

argue that this undoubtedly difficult oscillation is evoked 4y the gift-aporia itself. If

"7 Hannah Whitall Smith (1832-1911), who offers tnore reflections on the other-than-graced gift
than most theologians before her, also urges thanking-and-taking: “And where a thing is a gift, the
only course left for the receiver is to take it and thank the giver.” Smith, The Christian Secret of a
Happy Life, ch. 4 (“How to Enter In”), on CCEL <http:/ /www.ccel.org/s/smith_hw/secret/secret
07.hun> 1 August 2003; also refer to Smith’s identification of a correlation between the gift and
faith in The God of AN Comfort, ch. 12, “A Word to the Wavering Ones,” on CCEL
<http:/ /www.ccel.org/s/smith_hw/comfort/cache/comfort.htm!3> ¢ August 2003.
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this is the case, then our thinking of giftng will be necessarily “difficult”—and even
petplexing, maddening—if we are to remain faithful to the gift. Concomitantly, an
oscillational prastsce of gifting (of giving and receiving the gift) dizzies us, but such is
the effect of the gift, and it should be embraced if we are to remain committed to
it.

Another passage from The Gifting God, when re-read in a positive light, also
illuminates a thinking of an oscillational praxis: “Excess and reciprocity ate the two
weights between which the discourse on giving uncertainly seesaws, seemingly
incapable of finding the right balance. If I am right, then any discourse on giving
wobbles at the moment it tries to do justice to both of these opposing positions.”™*
Interestingly, oscillation is close to wobbling: like wobbling, oscillation never
ceases; it never secures itself by allowing one gift-clement to dominate, silence, or
collapse itself into the other.

As for finding “the right balance,” this is certainly the crux of the present
difficulty: as I have undetlined in this chapter, the active agent certainly needs to
emphasize those responses and reactions that superbly reflect the excess or gratuity
of the cteation-gift (including silence, letting-be, and enjoyment), for there is always
the risk of responding to the gift exclusively in terms of obligation or return, which
would reduce the gift to a commodity. However, oscillation guards against bias, and
this is certainly challenging, since we (moderns) are (now) asked to constantly,
arduously move in two diverging directions. But the difficulty of this double
movement does not entail its rejection. Moreovet, what is at stake here, the well-
being of creation itself, now depends upon humanity’s proper interaction with it. And

so, the ardnous task of oiko/theo/logical oscillaion requires ardor-—for creation’s

sake,

"8 Webb, TGG, 31.
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CONCLUSION

And so, what if what-is is a gift?

In order to broach this question, it is necessary to work through the question
that comes before it: what is a gift? As Derrida makes plain in Given Time, a gift is
essentially an aporia. But what is an aporia? It may be described topogtaphically: it
is a place without passage. The rethinking of gifting undertaken hete generates the
following possibility: that there may be #wo ways forward when it comes to the gift-
aporia and its aspects of freedom (gratuity, linearity, excess) and identfication
(knowledge, circularity, exchange). What if one’s interaction with the gift involves a
movement (i.e., acceptance) asd a counter-movement (i.e., return)? Since the gift is
contradictory (linear and circular), an oscillation between its two conditions would
respect and reflect its contradictoriness: on the one hand, the various grades or
modes of reciprocity (indebtedness, return) reflect its mark of identifiability; on the
other hand, various grades or modes of receptivity (affirmation, celebration) reflect
the gift’s gratuity.

While the Bible gathers together a multivalent atray of gifts (from
enticements to grace), archival theology rarely refers to the gift’s two-way
interactivity, and, even during these moments, does not probe its aporeticity (§ 2.1).
In its attempt to think the gift, twentieth century theology is caught up in the gift’s
tensile topography, without incisively articulating the necessity and legitimacy of
our entanglement (§ 2.2). Even Marion’s brilliant philosophical treatment of the
gift, which seeks to purify it of its circularity (and releases us from a certain
entanglement), does not escape the double movement of squandering and
indebtedness (§ 3.1). Drawing on various aspects of the wotk of key thinkers
considered in this study (Derrida, Marion, Caputo, Webb, Schmitz), I therefore
propose that ceaseless oscillation would faithfully respect and teflect the gift’s
paradoxicality (§ 3.2).

Armed with hard-working oscillation, one is able to engage the question and

possibility of creation as a gift. If what-is is a gift, then its aporeticity requires the
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double movement of acceptance and retutn. To begin with, one should
acknowledge that the gift’s excess exceeds the active agent who interacts with it.
According to this excess, the phenomena of silence and “tremblings” (such as
wonder) are recognized as ways of inspiring ecological sensibilities (§ 4.2.1). From
the petspective of the conscious gift-recipient, the responses of letting-be,
instrumentality, enjoyment, and retutn ate figured according to the logic and
language of oscillation (§ 4.2.2). Such responses, which mitror the aporeticity of the
gift, constitute the double movement of the aporia’s reception, and thereby find a
home in the topography of the creation-gift-aporia.

But most importantly: to be overcome and to tremble; to be silent and to let-
be; to take and to enjoy; and also to gratefully return: such interactions imply a
loving relation. If creation is a gift-—perhaps co/gift-ed by a loving God—then, in a
word, it should be loved.
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