CHAPTER 12

ON THE EXIGENCY OF A MESSIANIC
EccLEsIA: AN ENGAGEMENT WITH
PuiLosoPHICAL READERS OF PAUL

heodore Jennings, Jr., in an essay titled “Paul and Sons,” a title
that plays on Jacques Derrida’s reflections on proprietary rights
to Marx, suggests that there is currently a battle being waged
over inheritance rights to Paul.! This continues his repeated claim in his
earlier book Reading Derrida / Thinking Paul (2006), that Paul must be
liberated from the imprisoning clutches of his ecclesiastical, theological,
and exegetical readers, Paul’s so-called “friends.”™
To be sure, we have the recent claim of Giorgio Agamben that Walter
Benjamin has effected the Aufhebung of Paul, fulfilled and thereby
nullified in a moment of fornada, recapitulation—taken out of, even
away from, his original context. Agamben’s The Time That Remains
“originates in the conviction that there is a kind of secret link, which we
should not miss at any price, between Paul’s letters and our epoch. From
this perspective, one of the most often read and commented texts of our
entire cultural tradition undoubtedly acquires a new readability which
displaces and reorients the canons of his interpretation.”
For his part, Slavoj Zizek concludes his The Puppet and the Dwarf
with this claim:

In what is perhaps the highest example of Hegelian Aufhebung,
it is possible today to redeem this [subversive, emancipatory]
core of Christianity only in the gesture of abandoning the shell
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of its institutional organization (and, even more so, of its specific
religious experience). The gap here is irreducible: either one drops
the religious form, or one maintains the form, but loses the essence.
That is the ultimate heroic gesture that awaits Christianity: in
order to save its treasure, it has to sacrifice itself—like Christ, who
had to die so that Christianity could emerge.*

At the beginning of the book he asserts: “my claim is not that the
subversive kernel of Christianity is accessible also to a materialist
approach; my thesis is much stronger: this kernel is accessible only to
a materialist approach—and vice versa: to become a true dialectical
materialist, one should go through the Christian experience.” The first
thesis of Benjamin is turned around: the puppet called theology can win
all the time, if it enlists the service of historical materialism, which today
has to stay underground.’

Zizek and Agamben, along with Alain Badiou and Jacob Taubes,*
are examples of recent thinkers who have appropriated Paul into their
theoretical undertaking, none on specifically Christian grounds. But their
contributions are not just interesting or provocative. They in fact provide
considerable potential for Christian theological reflection, offering
numerous points of insight, illustration, and even inspiration. That is,
Christian readers of Paul need not make any counter territorial claims
on Paul. Indeed, the more substantial divide among readers of Paul is
one between historicist readers of Paul, who would like Paul imprisoned
within the first century, and all those readers who wish to place Paul in
the midst of contemporary political and theological discourse, whether
interested ecclesially-theologically and/or theoretically-philosophically
(even non-theistically).”

What makes dialogue with these four post-Marxist thinkers
particularly interesting is that they share with post-Christendom
Christian theology some crucial points of fundamental convergence:
(a) a radical critique of the present world order, including some form of
resistance and dissent, and (b) some notion of the strongly utopian and
interruptive, yet non-progressivist hope at the root of the tradition. In
this essay my focus will be on just one aspect of their thought, namely,
ecclesial theory. I will be treating the notion of an ecclesial community
not so much as a midpoint between individual subjectivity and society in
general, even less as an aggregate of those caught up in a new messianic
subjectivity. Rather, it is the question of some midpoint existing in
the tensive polarity between what now exists in the wake of the new
revelation and what will or must obtain in the eschatological utopia
to which the revelation witnesses.® What, then, is the exigent necessity
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of the notion of an ecclesial community, whether founded on a new
subjectivity of radical unplugging (Zizek), a truth procedure toward a
universal singularity evident in the militant figure (Badiou), a vision for
the coming community, a community of messianic callings, a messianic
form of life (Agamben), or a messianic community that is “free of rule,”
with which all oppressed groups can identify (Taubes)? Given this limited
scope, I will be reading these theoreticians as they read Paul, and as Paul
reads his own sacred texts: schematically, selectively, typologically, and
without complete contextual and genealogical regard.

To anticipate our results, the ecclesial thinking of these theorists
can be placed into a three-fold typology, representing options which
continue to entertain radical Christian ecclesial theorists. (1) For
Agamben the messianic community is primarily an abstract aggregate
of messianic callings, a somewhat serendipitous and certainly non-
institutional, or non-boundable reality, a remnant that through auto-
suppression only knows itself as the not-all, conscious of existing only to
lose itself in the fullness (redemption) of the all. (2) In Taubes we find a
messianic ecclesia which, as an apparently socially identifiable entity, has
primarily a representational function, alongside its fundamental task of
counter-imperial delegitimation. (3) In Zizek and Badiou the messianic
movement or impulse has a more transformational vocation relative to
the whole of society, even as it refuses to be characterized by bounded
markings other than fundamental fidelity, and even as it seeks to resist
both institutionalizing, self-preoccupied, dogmatic or undemocratic
betrayals and faulty utopian dreams, while still nourished by utopian
notions.

AGAMBEN ON THE MEssiaNic CommuniTy: THE
ANARCHIC-NIHILISTIC MESSIANIC CALLING

Agamben’s The Time that Remans is an erudite discourse on numerous
themes in Paul’s writings, especially in the treatment of the analogous
(or homologous) afterlife of these themes in later political-philosophical
writers. But while displaying considerable sensitivity to the particularity
of Paul’s thought itself, the book ultimately paints a Paul assimilated to
the thought of Walter Benjamin. As the conclusion to the book makes
clear, in Benjamin Paul’s messianism has found its “canonic moment,”
its truest “time of legibility” (pp. 144-45)—Paul is the actual invisible
(and un-cited) hunchback for Benjamin’s historical materialist puppet
(pp. 138-39).°

Agamben’s ecclesial thinking in 7he Time That Remains continues
his earlier treatment of “the coming community,” his glad tidings that
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provide a counterpart to his more pessimistic analysis of the current
state of biopolitics, with its foundational violence that separates “naked
life” from “form of life” and operates in a perpetual state of exception.
“Naked life” must become “form of life” (the good life, the happy life,
eudaimonia) in “the coming community,” the coming politics. Crucial
elements of this vision include: (a) an emancipation from the division
between naked life and form of life, (b) an “irrevocable exodus from any
sovereignty,” (c) “pure mediality [means] as the field of human action and
of human thought,” (d) release from the “figure of the law” as the sole
orientation of politics, and (e) a conception of community that does not
presuppose commonality, common property or identity as a condition
of belonging, but rather allows for the “co-belonging” of “whatever
singularities.” The “coming community” cannot be a retreat to mystical
communion, nor does it entail a nostalgic return to some location of
Gemeinschaft (community). Rather “form of life” emerges in the very
process of exclusion and inclusion that constitutes the biopolitical
exception (e.g. enclosures like the detention camp), and designates an
exemplary life through “the impotent omnivalence of whatever beings.”
It will emerge not in the struggle between states, but in the struggle
between the state and humanity as such, heralded by events of “whatever
singularity” such as Tiananmen.'* Zhe Time That Remains, then, represents
an articulation of “form of life” in “the coming community” specifically
on messianic terms.'! The messianic life, life in Messiah, is the answer to
the naked life of biopolitics.

Special interest in the notion of a messianic community appears
explicitly from the opening pages of The Time That Remains. Seeking to
restore Paul as a fundamental messianic text for the Western tradition,
he charges that “anti-messianic tendencies were doubtlessly operating
within the Church as well as the Synagogue” (p. 1). Both have had an
interest in expunging or muting Paul’s Jewish messianic thought. He
observes: “a messianic institution—or, rather, a messianic community
that wants to present itself as an institution—faces a paradoxical task”
(p-1): to have Messiah either perennially ahead of you, or always behind
you, is equally discomforting. The question that is raised, then, is whether
or not a messianic community can take on concrete, institutional form
without betraying its messianic character and vocation.

Agamben identifies the following problematic features that beset “a
messianic community that wants to present itself as an institution”:"

(1) as an institution, a messianic community becomes preoccupied
with a new identity for messianic life, seeking a replacement, not a
fundamental transformation (re-vocation), of all worldly vocations,
estates, and identity;
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(2) it begins to claim rights and prerogatives for itself, as the thing
in itself;

(3) it organizes itself around codified systems of laws, creating a new
law; as such it merely replaces or emulates existing institutions of power;

(4) it is disciplined around systems of right doctrine, exclusively
denotative systems of thought for what it believes, hopes, and loves,
losing the performative immediacy of these;

(5) it loses its character of auto-suppression and its true vocation of
mere instrumentality (pure means, use) for the sake of the all, ultimately
betraying its mission on behalf of the all.

Agamben applies this critique in two directions: on the one hand
to the Church, but also to the Party, its secularized double. As for the
church: this is what happens when Messiah is entirely seen in the past, as
founder, and not as a critical principle that shatters boundaries in a new
constellation (the “Bild” of Benjamin). As he puts it in Means without
End:* “The church has frozen the messianic event, thereby handing the
world over to the power of judgment.” That is, by losing its true vocation
for the all, it has damned the rest of the world. A serious indictment
indeed.

'The related question is whether or not a political theology can only be
negative, negating both a statist political theology (against Carl Schmitt)
and its double, an institutionally constituted positive revolutionary
political agency or program. Is there any room for a (socially) identifiable,
not merely abstract ecclesia under that negation? Is the answer only in
a purely “anarchic-nihilistic” messianism, the form of messianism which
Agamben articulates?

Messianic Time

For Agamben the crucial framework for conceptualizing a messianic
community is in “the very structure of messianic time and the particular
conjunction of memory and hope, past and present, plenitude and lack,
origin and end that this [messianic time] implies” (pp. 1-2). Only after
Paul's understanding of messianic time has been appreciated “can we
raise the question of how something like a messianic community is in
fact possible” (p. 2). Distinguishing sharply between messianism and
apocalypse, then, Agamben argues that Pauline messianic time is not the
end of time, but the time of the end.

What interests the apostle is not the last day. . .but the time that
contracts itself and begins to end (1 Cor. 7:29), or if you prefer, the time
that remains between time and its end. . . . Messianic time, the time in
which the apostle lives, the only time that concerns him, is. . .neither
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chronological time nor the apocalyptic eschaton. . . . [It is] the time that
remains between these two times, when the division of time is itself
divided (p. 62).

A key feature of this time is its form as “recapitulation” “the
messianic....is a caesura that divides the division between times and
introduces a remnant, a zone of undecidability, in which the past is
dislocated into the present and the present is extended into the past” (p.
74). 'Thus it is less oriented to the future, as to the “contraction of past

and present,” to “the present as the exigency of fulfillment” (pp. 76-78).
Features of the Messianic Community

Within this understanding of messianic time, what then are the specific
features of the messianic community, the messianic “form of life?” Three
critical aspects can be identified.

First, taking his cue from the linguistic correspondence between £/ésis
(“calling,” thus “vocation”) and ekk/ésia (“assembly,” that which is “called
out”), Agamben argues that the Pauline ecclesia “is a community of
messianic vocations,” with an emphasis on the multiplicity of individual
messianic subjectivities (31-33). The crucial text for Agamben is 1 Cor
7:17-22, 29-33a, which brings together the notions of 4lesis (“calling,”
thus “vocation”), living Aas me (“as not”), “remaining in a calling,” and
mallon chrésai (“rather make use”). The messianic “as not” constitutes a
revocation (in a double sense) and transformation of all juridical and
social conditions (identities, estates, vocations, etc.), by undermining
them and hollowing them out without altering their form, expropriating
them under the form of “usage” and “pure praxis” without possession and
ownership (22-42). “The messianic vocation is not a right, nor does it
furnish an identity; rather, it is a generic potentiality that can be used
without ever being owned” (26). The paradigmatic case is Onesimus,
who, while remaining a slave, is Ayper doulon (“more than a slave”), for
Agamben a “super slave” (Phlm 16; pp. 13,29).

Furthermore, aware of the arbitrariness and gratuitousness of one’s
condition (p. 31), the subject (and thus the messianic community) lives
by auto-suppression, in that the subject’s complete redemption coincides
with his/her complete loss (Rom 6:6; 8:11; p. 31). The entire subject
is both dislocated and nullified in the messianic vocation (Gal 2:20;
p- 41). In connection with this notion, and in response to the possible
charge that his conception of the messianic calling may imply nothing
more than a “mental reserve,” a “Marranism,”* Agamben (following
Benjamin) emphasizes that the prime modality of the messianic
vocation is “exigency,” in particular the exigency of the lost, oppressed,
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and defeated (pp. 39-42). This “weak” messianic modality involves
an “assimilation to what has been lost and forgotten” (1 Cor 1:26-28;
4:13) “on both the collective and individual levels,” and is expressed as a
“groaning” along with the caducity (mataités) of all creation (Rom 8:20-
22, 28; pp. 40-41): “the capacity to remain faithful to that which having
perpetually been forgotten, must remain unforgettable” (p. 39). Insofar as
this especially backward-looking assimilation is absolute, the question of
“presumed identities and ensuring properties” is finally settled. Indeed,
any move to organize or institutionalize a messianic community, even
(and especially) for purposes of constituting a vanguard, is to create
something “distinct” from the real “community of messianic vocations”
(even though pretending to coincide with it) and constitutes one of its
most serious betrayals (p. 33)."

Second, the messianic community is marked by a separation that
fundamentally negates other separations, including its own, through the
notion of the remnant, which is ever situated as a “not-all.”® Applying
this to the concepts of a people, democracy, and the proletariat (pp. 57-
58), and sharply critical of Badiou’s universalism,” Agamben emphasizes
that the remnant is in constant tension with the all:

[TThe remnant is closer to being a consistency or figure that Israel
assumes in relation to election or to the messianic event. It is
therefore neither the all, nor a part of the all, but the impossibility
for the part and the all to coincide with themselves or with each
other. At a decisive instant, the elected people, every people, will
necessarily situate itself as a remnant, as not-all (p. 55, emphasis
original).

Drawing especially on Romans 11, Agamben asserts that the remnant
is “not any kind of numeric portion or substantial positive residue;” it is
rather a division “without ever reaching any final ground” (pp. 50-52).
Moreover, the remnant “functions as a very peculiar kind of soteriological
machine. . . , not so much the object of salvation as its instrument.” It
“is precisely what prevents divisions from being exhaustive and excludes
the parts and the all from the possibility of coinciding with themselves.”
Nevertheless, the remnant “only concerns messianic time and only exists
therein. In the zelos, when God will be ‘all in all’(Rom 11:36; 1 Cor 15:28),
the messianic remnant will not harbour any particular privilege and will
have exhausted its meaning in losing itself in the p/éroma [fullness]” (p.
56).

'Third, the messianic life and vocation, and thereby the messianic
community, is marked by the de-activation (katargesis, Aufhebung)
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of nomos. The messianic “state of exception” is never an occasion for
assimilation to state power (pp. 107-09), and is instead characterized
by a “tendentious lawlessness” (p. 111). The messianic state of exception
returns to the conditions of pre-law, and entails (a) a contraction of
the law, marked by an indeterminacy between inside and outside, an
unobservability, and an unformulability; (b) a recapitulation in the figure
of love (p. 108); (c) an orientation toward gratuity, with fidelity as the
instance of the justice of the law; and (d) a “form of life,” a community,
not a new text with dogma, as the instantiation of the new covenant (2
Cor 3:2; p. 122). Taking an analogy from Franciscan thought, Agamben
observes that what mattered was “to create a space that escaped the
grasp of power and its laws, without entering into conflict with them
yet rendering them inoperative. . . . They implicitly put forth the idea of
a forma vivendi that was entirely subtracted from the sphere of the law”
(p.27).

As a counterpart to the Aufhebung of law, the messianic community
is marked by a recovery of “faith” in its performative, not denotative
functions (pp. 113-37). This means a rejection of “codified systems of
norms and articles of faith,”and of the “juridicizing of all human relations,”
whether in law or in religion (p. 135). It is in the performative dimension
of what we may believe, hope and love that “language suspends its own
denotation” (p. 133). In the experience of the “nearness of the word,” a
divided faith is re-established, restored (p. 135). Just as importantly, in the
experience of “pure word” we have (through revocation and usage) “the
act of a potentiality that fulfills itself in weakness.” As oriented to the
pure power of saying, “messianic power finds its ze/os in weakness” (2 Cor
12:9-10; 1 Cor 1:27), against all formulation of dogma, accumulation of
knowledge, denotative propositions, and desire for efficacy (pp. 136-37).

Assessment

Agamben’s construction of Paul is particularly insightful for Christian
ecclesial reflection in the caution against betrayals implicit in
“institutionalizing,” the emphasis on messianic weakness evident in the
assimilation to the lost and forgotten (in both an intellection and socio-
political sense), and the notion of the ecclesia primarily as a remnant
aware of itself only as “not-all”and as mere instrument for the redemption
of the all through which it ultimately loses itself (in the same manner as
for Christian reflection the church is ultimately absorbed into the reign
of God).

But one should also identify some significant demurrers, beginning
with Agamben’s notion of messianic time, which is crucial for his
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understanding of the ecclesial calling and community. It is quite true that
contracted time is the time in which the apostle claims to live: to use terms
of J. Christiaan Beker, it is the proleptic realization of the telic triumph
of God inaugurated in the resurrection.’® But it is certainly mistaken to
suggest that this is the only time that “concerns” or “interests” him. There
remains in Paul an undeniable eschatological passion, for the imminent,
inexorable, and universal arrival of the reign of God, as discomforting as
that may be. There is a polarity in Paul which precludes a favouring of the
contraction of time between resurrection and parousia over against the
vision of the arrival of the zelos itself. The notion of the zelos (end/goal)
itselfis crucial to Paul’s messianism and apocalypticism in general. And as
J. Taubes puts it, “apocalypticism is revolutionary because it beholds the
turning point not in some indeterminate future but entirely proximate.”"

Clearly what is at stake for Agamben, and many others since the big
non-event of the parousia (or the communist utopia), is that any focus
on the final eschaton immediately signals a perpetual deferment of the
messianic, “in which nothing can be achieved” (p. 69, citing G. Scholem’s
disenchantment with utopian messianism).? The inevitable and implicit
delay in any future-oriented eschatological hope “renders unreachable
the end that it supposedly produces” (p. 70).

This matter of coming to terms with Paul’s eschatological vision
continues to cause stumbling. As many before him, Agamben is forced
to come up with a form of iteratively realized eschatology, via Benjamin.
He embarks on a significant reinterpretation of parousia as messianic
“presence,” against any implicit deferment: messianic time is “operational
time pressing within the chronological time,” a time that “may even
interrupt secular time here and now” (p. 73). Thus the parousia simply
becomes “each instant” when Messiah might pass through the door, an
assimilation to the last thesis of Benjamin.”!

Certainly the notion of the realization of an eschatological moment
should be harnessed, as should the notion that the reign of God appears
in moments little recognized, outside the social or temporal boundaries
of what is supposed to be, or supposed to happen. Yet, to lose hold of a
firm grasp toward the final, exigent vision of cosmic re-creation is also
troubling. But there is a crucial nub here: Agamben is not the only one
who hesitates in the face of the millennial utopian anticipation. Indeed,
the true scandal of Paul’s thought for us is not just its cruciform character,
but the unrealized and apparently unrealizable eschaton (at least for
Western thought, whether Christian or Marxist).*

To anticipate remarks below, in contrast to Agamben, J. Taubes
maintains a more robust consistent apocalyptic eschatology as the
framework for his delegitimation of sovereignty and law and his world-
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nihilism,® and Zizek resists the collapsing of the “not yet” into the
“actualizable” (claiming to favour a Christian eschatological version
compared to the Judaic); and even Badiou maintains a more positive
attitude toward Paul's thoroughgoing eschatological comportment.
Meanwhile, among Christian theologians, J. Christiaan Beker proposes
that Paul’s thoroughgoing apocalyptic must be embraced in the midst
of its mythological and apparently obscurantist character, resisting a
collapsing of eschatology into Christology, via spiritualization and/or by
institutionalization (and salvation-history solutions).?*

Furthermore, by privileging 1 Corinthians 7:29-32 as Paul’s “most
rigorous definition of the messianic life” (p. 23), an assertion which
surely can be contested, Agamben is able to sustain the argument that
the messianic vocation can never constitute a new identity, but instead
only hollows out existing ones (by both destroying and using them).
Thus in Agamben, not only does the messianic absorb eschatology, but
in addition the notion of the messianic vocation absorbs any notion of
an ecclesia with any concrete shape. Even the discussion on justice as
a prime marker of the ecclesia is very much muted (pp. 107, 120). Not
surprisingly, Zizek complains that in Agamben’s Pauline theory we have
little more than formalism.?

For Agamben, the messianic calling does not have its own positive
content, but is what happens in the revocation of all worldly, secular
conditions, especially those determined juridically. Agamben emphasizes
that the messianic vocation can never constitute any new identity (other
than a nullification of existing ones), because otherwise one immediately
goes down the path of the pursuit of privilege, prerogatives, and rights.
But as a result of the privileging of the messianic primarily as a form of
negation, and by limiting himself to 1 Corinthians 7, not only does the
messianic vocation have no specific positive content. In addition, there
is no vocation for the messianic community as a corporate body, apart
from being in general an “instrument of salvation.” Agamben does not
know of the Pauline “calling” to be a consecrated and distinct people
of character (“holy”: Rom 1:7; 1 Cor 1:12; cf. 1 Thess 4:7), the “calling”
to an alternative dominion (1 Thess 2:12; Phil 3:14; cf. 1 Cor 1:9) and
a mental transformation toward its imperatives (Rom 8:28; Rom 12:1-
2) and toward the animation of justice (Rom 6:13, 15-23), the “calling”
to express the realities of freedom and peace (Gal 5:13; 1 Cor 7:15),
the “calling” to be in one body (Col 3:15), nor finally the “calling” that
involves being known (identified) by attachment to Messiah Jesus in
particular (1 Cor 1:7,9; cf. Rom 9:24-26).

It should also be observed that Agamben’s use of the Onesimus
paradigm does not correspond with Paul’'s own imperative to Philemon
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in regard to Onesimus. Onesimus is not a model of the one who is to
“remain” in a hollowed out juridical condition as a “super slave.” Paul
actually uses the phrase “more than a slave” (hyper doulon) to describe
how Onesimus will be valuable to his present owner in his new status
“no longer as a slave,” precisely “in the flesh” (Phlm 16), that is, as a
consequence of his manumission, which Paul clearly advises while not
saying so directly in the letter. The letter to Philemon thus stands in a
certain tension with 1 Corinthians 7, not as providing its paradigmatic
case.

Itis certainly a significant corrective to 2,000 years of Christian history
and identity formation to emphasize that Paul promotes the displacement
of all identity privileging through the messianic. But what is missing is at
least a counterpart acknowledgement that in Paul the messianic vocation
fundamentally involves a loyalty that necessarily involves some form of
positive corporate politics. For instance, Paul’s thesis in Philippians is this:
“collectively practice your citizenship, practice your politics, singularly
according to the glad announcement [euangelion] of Messiah” (Phil 1:27).
This thesis is then unpacked decisively in terms of the corporate life of
the assembly, both in its kenotic-cruciform aspects (1:27-2:9; 3:2-10) but
also in its corresponding universal-cosmic dimensions (2:9-11; 3:11-21).
The Messianic fidelity is thus oriented to a “dominion in heaven” (3:20),
which undermines identity formation both via ethnic particularities (3:2-
14) and via a consumerist, ascendant, triumphalist, coercive, and statist
universalism (3:18-21), since the orientation of a heavenly dominion
means immediately that the one loyal to the messianic announcement is
a global, cosmic citizen (3:21-21; 2:9-11). Fidelity is not simply hollowed
out of identity, but redirected in God’s love story of reclaiming a creation
toward the establishment of full justice, peace, and eudaimonia,® that is,
toward the good life, as embodied proleptically in a community of those
whose fidelity is founded gratuitously on the fidelity of Messiah himself
(with messianic fidelity being the prototype of all subsequent fidelity).?’

Jacos TAUBES: A REPRESENTATIONAL EcCLESIA

While Agamben claims Taubes as the prime exemplar of his “anarchic-
nihilistic” appropriation of Paul’s messianism, some elaboration of
Taubes’s own views is appropriate to nuance this matter. While Taubes
rightly rejects the sovereignty of the historical reading of a text, the legacy
of Spinoza, his own reading of Paul as expressed in his 1987 Heidelberg
lectures, now published as The Political Theology of Paul, but also in his
earlier work,? is certainly the most historically sympathetic and plausible

among the so-called philosophical readings of Paul. He quite naturally
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understands Paul both within his Judaic context, and in the context of
the legacy of imperial assault on that community. In other words, he
naturally thinks from below, worried more about any chaos from above
than chaos from below (p. 142).%

'There are two distinct aspects to Paul’s political theology according to
Taubes: on the one hand, what can be described as a “negative political
theology,” and on the other, a positive form, focused on an alternative
community formation. Taubes specifically reads Romans “politically” as
opposed to “existentially,” as evident from the syllabus title for a course
on Romans: “On the Political Theology of Paul: From Polis to Ecclesia.”
He interprets Romans “as the legitimation and formation of a new
social union-covenant [ Ver-Bund), of the developing ecclesia against the
Roman Empire, on the one hand, and on the other hand, of [against] the
ethnic unity of the Jewish people” (p. 117).

Thus Taubes does not reject political theology as such, only a positive
political theology (along with K. Barth, against C. Schmitt). According
to M. Terpstra and T. de Wit, Taubes recognizes that Paul seeks a more
radical intervention than either establishing a sound political system
or attempting to replace one through revolution. Rather, Paul secks “a
theological delegitimation of all political power [including that of the
church] as a political attitude.” In The Political Theology of Paul, Taubes
argues that Romans opens and closes with a messianic declaration of war
on Caesar (pp. 13-16), and that Paul’s attack on the law is not anti-Judaic
polemic, but part of his assault on the use of law as ordering power in
any sovereignty, whether political, churchly, or natural (23). According to
W-D. Hartwich, A. Assmann, and J. Assmann (the editors of his lectures
on Paul), Taubes understands that because Paul’s political theology has
no positive form as such, it can be claimed and identified with by all
oppressed groups.*?

At the same time, a crucial issue for Paul is “the establishment and
legitimation of a new people of God” (pp. 28, 40). Paul’s apocalyptic
anarchism is of a particular sort: messianic sovereignty can only be
represented in a people, and a crucial mark of the alternative community
is that it must be “free of rule” (Herrshaflsfrei), oriented sociologically
as opposed to cratologically.® Taubes rejects both a privatization of the
messianic, and a supposed Pauline quietism that endorses the prevailing
political order. Romans 13 has a purely pragmatic occasion—that of
mere survival; its apparent acquiescence is a function of an apocalyptic
nihilism that refuses to engage in open warfare but also refuses to grant
legitimacy and ultimate obedience to any political regime (p. 54).* The
ecclesia is thus a third type of community formation alongside and in
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opposition to both the ethnic community and the Roman imperial order.
He calls this a “new union,” a “new intimacy” (p. 52), a “community of
solidarity” (Solidaritatsgemeinschaf?), or a “kinship of the promise” (p. 28).
An alternative conception of universalism emerges with the messianic,
one that signifies “the election of Israel,” but nevertheless an Israel
“transfigured” as an inclusive “all Israel” that is open to all who obey
the commandment to love the neighbour (pp. 24-25, 41, 52-53). 'This
universalist orientation for a transfigured “all Israel” is based on fidelity
to and “faith in” Messiah, a paradoxical faith that is contradicted by the
evidence and yet brings “a total and monstrous inversion of the values of
Roman and Jewish thought” (pp. 6-10).

The two primary constituting principles of the ecclesia are pneuma
and agape, in both its forms as love of neighbour (Rom 13:8-10) and as
love of the enemy (Rom 11:28-32; pp. 25,41-49).%° Pneuma is completely
contrary to Hegel's notion of the immanent Geisz (pp. 38-43), but is
instead “a force that transforms a people and that transforms the text”
(p. 45). And, as Taubes’s editors put it, Geist represents a logic that goes
beyond the natural order of the given and is “the decisive category for
transcending the continuity and the normative claim of the tradition and
the ethnic limits of the people of God.”**

J. Gold observes that these themes are already evident in Taubes’s
Occidental  Eschatology (Abendlindische  Eschatologie), his —doctoral
dissertation of 1947. In that work Taubes claims that Paul envisions
a collective whose members “have severed all of their natural, organic
allegiances to nature, art, worship, and the state, and thus their feelings of
emptiness and alienation from the world and separation with secularism
have reached fever pitch.” Paul sees a hitherto unknown spiritual nation
coming into existence, one based on “the pneumatic We,” a community
that rejects all legal-political determinations of identity (state, law, etc.).
“In contrast to the old, organic allegiances, the Christian community
(Gemeinde) is an inorganic, subsequent togetherness (Zusammensein) of
individuals based on ‘pneuma’.”®

In general terms, one might observe that in contrast to Agamben
(and Benjamin) Taubes admits to Paul’s consistent, thoroughgoing
eschatology, and does not seek to absorb it completely into the
messianic;*® nor does he collapse the messianic community completely
into the aggregate of messianic callings. Taubes’s ecclesia in fact looks
much like that of John Howard Yoder, in its primarily representational
function and in the refusal to grant it much of a transformational role
(relative to society’s public politics) other than that of “witness” (cf. the
primacy of delegitimation of all rule in Taubes).*
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Sravo] Zi1Zek AND ALAIN Babpiou: A (CAUTIOUSLY)
VANGUARD ECCLESIA

Similar to Taubes, and also in contrast to those who read the Pauline “not
yet” as denoting eschatological “indifference” to the world, there are those
who not only emphasize the apocalyptic-eschatological component in
Paul’s thought, but also refuse to understand this as resulting necessarily
in a passivity that pre-empts some form of political presence in the
world. Indeed, it is proposed that active working is sustained precisely by
this very eschatological passion. Zizek and Badiou (for different reasons)
represent such a view, analogously very close to the ecclesial reading
of Paul by Pauline scholar J. Christiaan Beker, who likens the Pauline
ecclesia to the “avant-garde” in service of (and modelling) the “reign of
God.”* Thus in contrast to the “anarchic-nihilistic” appropriation that
appears to be Agamben’s own, and to the more purely representational
notion of an ecclesia in Taubes, the ecclesial theory of these interpreters
comes closer to the Marxian notion of the coincidence of the political and
the subjective, and its consequential vanguardism. That is, they display a
much more optimistic view of the transformative role and power of the
messianic community relative to the all or the utopia. Not surprisingly,
then, both Zizek and Badiou are quite comfortable with the Paul-Lenin
analogy.* At the same time, however, they observe grave dangers when
any vanguard ceases to see itself as provisional and contingent.

I will not seek to contextualize fully Zizek’s ecclesial thinking, except
to say he is certainly interested in making radical Christianity and
historical materialism allies on the same side of the barricade. Against
Badiou’s formalism, he wishes any historical materialist also to go
through the “Christian experience,” that is, to reckon with its substantive
logic. He similarly finds Agamben’s messianism not sufficiently engaged
with the substance of Christian (Pauline) thought, and leaning toward a
formalism.* And while he invites Christianity to heroically lose itself in
order to save its treasure, he does appear to offer some positive role for
certain forms of Christianity.* It is in the subversive form of Christian
thought and practice that he has some hope, and he finds considerable
homology between Christian messianic thought and revolutionary
process.®

In further contrast to Agamben, Zizek emphasizes the more activist
strain of Christian apocalyptic messianism: the arrival of Messiah implies
“the urge to act”; messianic “arrival functions as a signal which triggers
activity,” in accordance with the conclusion, “we must help God.” As
such Christian messianism is to be distinguished, in his view, from passive
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forms in Judaism (echoing Scholem’s admission that in Judaism, forms
of messianism tend toward the passive variety). Moreover, he appears
unsatisfied with the anarchic-nihilistic version of politics, especially with
any posture that does not exhibit a clear positive political project.*’ Indeed,
Zizek appears to accept some notion of vanguardism more readily than
Agamben, although the true revolutionary needs equally to be concerned
about the cure of the soul through Lacanian psychoanalysis.*®

The Community of the “Holy Spirit”

ZizeKs ecclesial thinking is expressed succinctly at the conclusion of The
Fragile Absolute. In opposition to both the “ghost of the past” (whether
fundamentalisms, traditionalist religion, or communitarianism, all
metaphored by the Balkans) and to the “spectral ghost of the capitalist
present” there still comes

the brief apparition of a future utopian Otherness to which every
authentic revolutionary stance should cling. . . . the third modality
of ghosts is none other than the Holy Ghost itself, the community
of believers gua ‘uncoupled’ outcasts from the social order — with,
ideally, authentic psychoanalytic and revolutionary political
collectives as its two main forms.*

Crucial to Zizek’s ecclesiology, then, is the Lacanian notion of the
Holy Spirit.* For Zizek, the Holy Spirit replaces God as the transcendent
big Other. Through divine self-limitation God in effect assures the
reality of the Holy Spirit as the symbolic community immanent in the
world. “The ‘Holy Spirit’ is the community deprived of its support in
the big Other.”" This means that the subject is deprived of all structures
of social legitimation or support, including overtly theological ones.
For Christianity, this includes the repudiation of its “institutional
organization”: in order to save its treasure, it has to sacrifice itself.*?

The Gesture of Separation: Uncoupling

Christian logic as exemplified by Paul, then, calls for the emergence of
an “alternative community”: a subjectivity and a collectivity “unplugged”
and “uncoupled” from the social order, from the balance of the All, from
the organic community, from the domain of established social mores, and
from the social structure of our being.*® And this unplugging assumes
a radical subjective conversion: this unplugging involves the freeing of
subjects from superego, libidinal, and spectral-ideological domination,
and thus from the commodity-fetishism associated with the political
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and economic order. The unplugging can never be reduced to an “inner
contemplative stance” which nonetheless supports participation in the
social game. The uncoupling from the hierarchy of the social order means
that it will be treated as fundamentally irrelevant; indeed, it moves
the subject in an Other space, but is nevertheless not escapist.** Zizek
certainly sides with Agamben in asserting that 1 Corinthians 7 is by
no means a “legitimation of the existing power conditions”; rather, it
represents an ignoring of distinctions not relevant to the struggle, as
characteristic of any “thoroughly engaged fighter.”

In particular, it is the “the active work of love which necessarily leads
to the creation of an alfernative community.”® It is love that enjoins the
gesture of separation, calling us to “unplug from the organic community
into which we were born.”” The alternative community is founded on
the prototypical act of love in the event of Jesus, through its primordial
and disruptive violence. Yet, this uncoupling contrasts with a Fascist
carnivalesque unplugging from the established symbolic rules: “zbe proper
Christian uncoupling suspends not so much the explicit laws but, rather, their
implicit spectral obscene supplement.”s 8

The All and the Part

This alternative community (the part) has a complex relationship with
the all: the alternative community exists only for the all, the whole
that it longs for. Hence crucial to the separation is also the gesture of
recognizing the insignificance of the part relative to the whole. While
this may sound similar to Agamben’s criticism of vanguardism, Zizek is
not entirely comfortable with Agamben’s notion of dividing the division.
He queries in response to Agamben: “What if the only way to invest a
new universality is precisely through overcoming the old divisions with a
new, more radical division which introduces an indivisible remainder into
the social body?” Taking up the notion of the “remnant,” he promotes
the motto of the proletarian revolution: “We were nothing, we want to
become All.” From the perspective of Redemption, the remnant counts
as nothing within the established order: “it is irrevocably lost, thrown

into nothingness.” Yet “the remainder of this order, its part of no part,
will become AllL”¢

Eschatological Passion: “the brief apparition of a future
utopian Otherness”

Zizek argues further, in homology with Christian messianic
apocalypticism, that the revolutionary (ecclesial) process must retain an
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eschatological passion. True eschatological messianism has an activist
strain. He cites Rosenzweig approvingly: “The future is no future without
this anticipation and the inner compulsion for it, without this ‘wish to
bring about Messiah before his time’ and the temptation to ‘coerce the
kingdom of God into being’; without these, it is only a past distended
endlessly and projected forward”®* Moreover, this action cannot wait
for the “right moment,” but involves constant risk-taking on its behalf.
Revolutionary time proper cannot be translated into objective historical
time, with clearly identified phases and transitions between phases. It
is only through premature attempts that the subjective conditions for
the right moment might come. As a result, “in an authentic revolution,
predestination overlaps with radical responsibility”; the real, earnest
work begins after the initial eschatological event.*

ALAIN BADIOU: EVENTAL TRUTH OF UNIVERSAL
SINGULARITY AND PAUL THE MILITANT FIGURE

In contrast to the three previous authors, Badiou’s Saint Paul: The
Foundation of Universalism displays no overt interest in ecclesial
theory. What interests Badiou is Paul as the exemplar of his theory
of universalism, and the subjective figure of the true militant. Paul is
the prime and foundational illustration of a “truth procedure” toward
universality in an “evental site” (p. 22).* Nevertheless, he still offers
some explicitly ecclesial comments, and moreover, as I will argue, there
is an ecclesiology implied in his presentation of modes of discourse and
subjective positions appropriate to them (albeit, certainly a purely formal
one, as is his figure of the militant individual).

The Foundation of Cells: Admiration for Paul’s Activist-
Organizational work

Badiou emphasizes with considerable admiration that the founding of
communities, groups, cells, was the focus of Paul’s life’s work (pp. 20-21,
95). His letters, while displaying the agility of a superlative theoretician,
are nevertheless “interventions. . .possessed of all the political passion
proper to such [political] interventions.” His letters point to the
fundamental “concerns and passions of collective intervention.” Badiou
thus praises Paul’s impressive Lenin-like combination of theoretician
and activist-community organizer (pp. 20-21, 31-33).

According to Badiou, these cell groups were “envisioned in terms
of a small group of militants”; they represented a “small core of the
constituted faithful,” “enclaves of the faithful.” Members addressed each
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other as “brothers [and sisters],” “an archaic form of our ‘comrades™ (p.
20). Playing midwife to these cells, Paul ascribed to them the special
status of “the real” proper to any location (in the way he addressed them
as Corinthians, Philippians, or Galatians). But by favoring interruption
over preservation, and pure fidelity over the stabilization of external
or secondary “markings” of fidelity, Paul displays a “universal and de-

centered vision of the construction of Christian enclaves” (p. 34).
“Co-workers” and “Son-subjects”: Shared Egalitarianism

Badiou goes further than this, emphasizing that the correlate of Paul’s
theoretical universality is practical “equality”—the occasion for naming
all fellow militants as “co-workers.” Furthermore, he explains that the
“evental declaration filiates the declarant,” just as the “resurrected Son
filiates all humanity” (p. 59). Paul, according to Badiou, thus rejects
“filiation” via the “disciple-subject” (which implies mastery) and instead
embraces filiation via the “son-subject.” “All post-evental universality
equalizes sons through the dissipation of the particularity of the fathers”
(p- 59), which would be otherwise impossible through disciple-subjects
and consequential structures of mastery. Thus “all equality is that
of belonging together to a work” and “those participating in a truth
procedure are co-workers in its becoming.” The figure of the law too is
relieved for the sake of a “shared egalitarian endeavour” (p. 60).

Eschatological Universality Mediates Identity: Local
Victories as Universal

Badiou defines the messianic community in Paul as one that embraces
the modalities of fidelity, agape and hope. Badiou gives the last a special
emphasis. Paul’s apocalyptic universalism is not, however, one that is
preoccupied with some “satisfaction that feeds on the punishment of
the wicked.” Rather, it is hope as the subjective modality toward the
victory of a universal by which Paul can say, “all Israel will be saved”
(Rom 11:25-26). “Each victory won, however localized, is universal.”
And the economy of salvation is truly universal: Paul knows that he
himself is justified only insofar as everyone is: “I identify myself in my
singularity as subject of the economy of salvation only insofar as this
economy is universal” (p. 96).

Hence “for Paul, universality mediates identity. It is the ‘for all’
that allows me to be counted as one. Wherein we rediscover a major
Pauline principle: the One is inaccessible without the ‘for all’.” From
this perspective, hope does not simply have to do with the future:
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“It is a figure of the present subject, who is affected in return by the
universality for which he works” (p. 97).

This apocalyptic universalism in the mode of hope also means,
therefore, that there can never be a contentment with any (historical)
realization of that hope, nor with any preoccupation in a new identity
apart from the hope for the universal. Paul’s “clearest conviction is that
the evental figure of the Resurrection exceeds its real, contingent site,
which is the community of believers such as it exists at the moment. The
work of love is still before us; the empire is vast. ... Paul’s universalism will
not allow the content of hope to be a privilege accorded to the faithful
who happen to be living now. It is inappropriate to make distributive
justice [which focuses on the punishment of the wicked] the referent of
hope” (p. 95).

A Community of Weakness? Badiou and the Path of the
Cross

One might also say that Badiou’s figure of the militant implies or
demands the formal figure of a militant community that can lead what
he calls for, namely a new “cultural revolution” between the polarity of
“abstract homogeneity of capital”and “identitarian protest.” His notion of
the “diagonal cut” would appear to imply a militant community founded
on that very subjectivity.* Badiou does in fact correlate the diagonal cut
ecclesially in connection with the notion of separation and remnant. One
would expect further that this remnant community would be of the same
order as the messianic mode of discourse that he presents, and the new
subjectivity appropriate to it. That is, his argument would appear to imply
a form of militant community marked by folly, scandal, weakness, and
humiliation in contrast to that of mastery, power, glorification, or worldly
status.

But here Badiou stops short. Badiou cannot fully embrace the close
interrelationship of cross and resurrection in Paul, appearing especially
worried about the spectre of some Nietzschean resentment, hatred of life,
as a driving force in Paul’s life and thought.®® For Badiou, evental truth
declaration in the modality of weakness does not correspond to one of
lived weakness. At that point, only the triumphant path of resurrection
holds. Unlike Taubes, he cannot appreciate Paul’s emphasis on true
solidarity with the world’s outcasts as the prime mode of messianic
existence. Badiou cannot distinguish between, on the one hand, the
embrace of the path of the cross as a mode of messianic being, and on the
other hand, a masochistic embrace of suffering, which extols the virtues
of suffering in and of themselves or ascribes to suffering an intrinsically
redemptive function. The cross can be the focal point and feature of a
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mode of discourse, but not a true subjective path, never mind an ecclesial
one (p. 73); death is merely a mode that helps to define the divided
subject. Death is only on the side of flesh and law, and “cannot be the
operation of salvation” (pp. 66-68). At this point, Badiou has seriously

misunderstood Paul.

CoNCLUDING REFLECTIONS

In 1902 Alfred Loisy propounded his famous dictum: “Jesus announced
the kingdom, and what arrived was the church.”®® Despite his conflict
with the Roman Catholic hierarchy (while also rejecting the solutions
of liberal Protestantism), he truly believed that Jesus did intend to form
some kind of society or community; it was the aping of civil government
in its institutionalization that he doubted Jesus intended.®” Around the
same time, Vladimir Lenin published his classic pamphlet What is to
be done? (1901-02), promoting organizational vanguardism as a way to
assure the necessary arrival of the communist utopia.®®

But the project of the vanguard has not brought the dream to
realization. Christianity and Marxism have had to confront a similar
ghost: the non-arrival of the ze/os. Christianity survived by reorienting its
foundational messianism, by spiritualizing messianic glad tidings and by
institutionalizing itself. For a while, it looked like Marxism might also
survive in institutional, statist forms that, while claiming a heritage in
Marx, were for many a betrayal of the vision. But now it would appear
that, in contrast to Christianity, it no longer has significant institutional
form in its classic statist realizations (Russia, China), and in the North it
is only represented by small conventicles of thinkers and activists seeking
to arouse the faithful.® It may be that Christianity will also have to return
to its foundational messianic form and messianic fidelity in the coming
generations, and may also only exist among small, outcasted conventicles
of the faithful.

In the meantime, there is much that Christians can take from these
politico-philosophically oriented interpreters of Paul. Proponents of
radical messianic fidelity in Christian terms will continue to wrestle with
the relative merits of the three forms of ecclesiology articulated by these
philosophers: the anarchist-ethical version (Agamben), the primarily
representational version (Taubes), and the more activist-vanguard
version (Badiou, Zizek). In particular, as these interpreters suggest, when
the church forgets or refuses to admit that it is “a purely contingent
historical figure,” a merely “strategic identification,” in the drama of the
reconstitution of a new people of God, in which all humanity becomes
“all Israel,” it is in danger of losing its true vocation and instrumentality
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(pure use) toward the fulfillment of the cosmic drama, God’s love story
with all creation. It loses its character of necessary “auto-suppression”
relative to the vision of the reign of God. It forgets that it ultimately has
identity only in the universal, eschatological economy of salvation when
God will be all in all. When the church seeks to maintain an absolute
church-world distinction, despite the ze/os of the universal-eschatological-
messianic drama, it is in danger of becoming a mere obscurantist haven
for the (self)righteous.

This is not to say that the church as seeking to establish itself as a
messianic community cannot have some institutional form. But in its
self-conscious preoccupation with its own reality and identity, it walks
a never-ending tightrope. In the very gesture of separation founded on
messianic love and fidelity, there must be a corresponding embrace of
all that is lost, that is other. And it still seems more appropriate to try
to stay on the tightrope, than to seck to remain on the apparently firm
ground of the alternatives, whether basking in the security of mystical
or individualist subjectivity, or retreating into identitarian communal
havens, or embracing the coercive universalisms of Christendom or the
state, or acquiescing to the niceties and comforts of liberalism and global
capital, or being content with reality reduced to the merely historical-
material.
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