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Chrétien on the Call that Wounds

Bruce Ellis Benson

Only at the very end of Jean-Louis Chrétien’s remarkable essay on prayer do we discover why he
thinks of prayer as “wounded™

Why call it “wounded word”? It always has its origin in the wound of joy or distress,
it is always a tearing that brings it about that the lips open. And it does so as it is still
and otherwise wounded. Wounded by this hearing and this call that have always
already preceded it, and that unveil it to itself, in a truth always in suffering, always
agonic, struggling like Jacob all night in the dust to wrest God’s blessing from him.!

It is striking to think of prayer in terms of “wounding.” After all, prayer is so often depicted as a
moment of peace and tranquility—we even sing (at least in many Protestant traditions) of the “Sweet
Hour of Prayer.” In the words of that treacly hymn, prayer is depicted as act in which consolation is
found and, “I view my home and take my flight.” On this model, prayer is anything but agonic in
nature.

Yet Chrétien would have us think otherwise. Perhaps there is consolation, 700, but that comes only in
the midst—or perhaps at the end—of an agonic struggle. Is Chrétien right that prayer is “always
agonic”? How we answer that question will have much to do with what we mean by the term
“agonic.” Much more striking, still, is the way in which this nature of wounding is so central to
Chrétdien’s thought. One could argue, of course, wounding is the central metaphor of the essay on
prayer and it again comes to the forefront in his text Hand to Hand. To be sure, Chrétien himself
claims this wounding and its effect “are the locus of meditations at the heart of Corps & corps.” But it
is likewise to be found—even if not nearly as clearly or forcefully as in Hand to Hand—in his text
The Call and the Response.” Indeed, one might argue something like this structure of “wounding” is at
the heart not just of Chrétien’s own “theological turn” but also of the theological turn in
phenomenology in general.”

In this paper, though, I limit myself to considering the wound in The Call and the Response, “The
Wounded Word,” and Hand to Hand. Although the most obvious locus of the wound is in the
encounter with the divine, it is clear Chrétien thinks all of our encounters with any others are
wounding ones. We must consider exactly what kinds of “wounds” these are, as well as whether
speaking of prayer and encounters with the other as “wounding” is the right language to use. In what
follows, I trace the notion of the wound in terms of (1) the call that comes to us before we are even
aware of it, (2) the agonic nature of the call and the response, and (3) the surprising way in which the
English verb “to bless” ends up being related to the French term “blesser” (to wound). Although
Chrétien does not simply bless “blesser,” he patiently considers how they are so often entangled. Since
he constantly uses the metaphor of struggle, it should not be surprising any engagement with his
thought means one struggles alongside of him, with him, and with his thought. The end result is 7oz
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that all becomes clear. If anything, Chrétien’s gift may well be that he has a brilliant ability to
comflexify what might be viewed in much simpler terms and also the sheer unwillingness to settle for
those simpler terms or anything like a quick or neat resolution. In that respect, Chrétien’s thought is
much like the Socratic dialogues which so often result in no conclusion but simply end. The result is a
struggle with an issue without feeling the need to a reach a point of definite resolution.

Always Already

Central to Martin Heidegger’s early phenomenology is that Dasein always finds itself already at home
in the world, in the midst of language, and with tools ready to hand. The phrase “immer schon”
(always already) is like a leitmotif in Being and Time, and it plays a similar role in Chrétien. After
citing Heidegger’s claim that we are able to speak only because we have “always already [zoujours
déjal, listened to speech,” Chrétien goes on to say: “We are entangled in speech as soon as we exist,
before we have ever uttered a word, and in this sense, we have always already listened and obeyed.”
Such is true of speech, but it is likewise true of the call (/zppel) in general, which is closely connected
to speech itself: “We speak only for having been called, called by what there is to say, and yet we learn
and hear what there is to say only in speech itself.”™"

Whence comes this call? One could say it begins the moment “God said, ‘Let there be light” (Gen.
1:3). God speaks, and suddenly light comes into existence. The response, then, is the very appearance
of the light itself. And these calls into existence continue throughout the creation narrative, in which
the phrase “let there be” echoes over and over again. Yet are these truly the first calls? Might there not
be ones that preceded even them? The clue that raises at least the possibility comes in the portion of
the narrative in which humankind is brought into being. In a dramatic departure from the previous
refrain of “let there be” we find a “let #s make humankind in our image, according to our likeness”
(Gen. 1:26, italics added). Whether the use of “us” and “our” is itself truly an indication of the
Trinity is less important than the doctrine itself. For, if God is not one but three, there is reason to
think some sort of “call”—however it might be conceived—and “response” goes back and forth
between these three persons. Moreover, if God is eternal, it makes little sense to speak of a “first” call.
The relationship of the persons of the trinity has been eloquently described by the fourth-century
Eastern fathers Gregory of Nyssa and Basil the Great in terms of perichéresis (pericw\'rhsis, Latin
circum-incedere), from which we get “circumincession,” which means “to move around in.”
Perichéresis is the divine dance of the persons of the trinity in which they move around, with, and in
each other. But surely perichéresis could likewise be conceptualized in terms of a call and response,
not a divine dance but a divine discourse of ceaseless calls and responses reverberating and
interpenetrating each other.” And, should we read the “let us” as simply God speaking of the
celestial hierarchy (a common enough reading of this passage, even among Christians), we also find
evidence of calls that precede that of the calls of creation. John speaks of the “four living creatures” in
the heavenly realm who sing “day and night without ceasing”: “Holy, holy, holy, the Lord God the
Almighty, who was and is and is to come” (Rev. 4:8). This is truly a continual call: a call that
continues throughout eternity. Moreover, John is echoing something already found in the Hebrew
Bible: in responding to Job, God says “that the morning stars sang together and all the heavenly
beings shouted for joy” (Job 38:7). John does not tell us exactly what the “response” of God is to
these calls. Perhaps it is already God’s existence that is the response, let alone all the things he says. Of
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course, there has been a call prior to those of the heavenly beings. As their creator, God had already
called them into existence.

In either case, by the time the call reaches us, it is never the first call. Yet that feature of not being
first also implies every call that comes forth is a composite of all the calls and responses that went
before. Chrétien maintains “every voice, hearing without cease, bears many voices within itself
because there is no first voice.”™ It is not coincidental—nor due to a stylistic feature so common in
French writing—that Chrétien begins many sentences with the pronoun “we.” For both the call and
the response are composed of multiple voices. Chrétien opens The Call and the Response with a
quotation from Joseph Joubert: “In order for a voice to be beautiful, it must have in it many voices”
(CR 1). When we speak, it is never simply “I” who speaks. Rudolf Bernet puts this quite beautifully
when he writes: “Only somebody who must hold a lecture discovers that he or she is continually
paraphrasing other authors and speaks as well in the name of colleagues and friends.”™ Having had
Bernet as my doctoral advisor (or, to use the Flemish term, “promotor,” the meaning of which is self-
explanatory), I have often found myself speaking in his name and paraphrasing from him.

Yet is not this always the case? Perhaps it is not “only somebody who must hold a lecture,” but all of
us who reflect even a little on the nature of discourse discover we are constantly speaking by
repeating, restating, and paraphrasing. All of language is a kind of improvisation upon that which has
been said and re-said. We are always already caught up in the improvisatory movement that makes
language possible. To speak is to be part of an ongoing conversation and also to be part of an ever-
evolving hybridity of both speech and self (Chrétien speaks of an “altered voice,” CR 44). It is here
questions of identity and ownership not merely arise but are stretched to their limits. What exactly of
what I say is “mine”? How many times do I have to repeat something said by someone else before it
becomes mine in some sense? And how long can I hold on to something as “mine” when it is being
said in the mouths of others? We can hardly adjudicate such issues here, though they raise complex
questions not just regarding intellectual property (which might be worked out in court) but
ontological issues (for which there is neither court nor court of appeal). The “said” may have an
identity and perhaps even an ownership, but it is hardly simple or fixed. As someone who speaks with
many voices, / am not simply my own voice but a polyphony of voices. Thus, the / for Chrétien is no
“self-contained” or “self-constituted” 7; Instead, it is composed of multiple voices. But, if the 7 has the
polyphonic character, it has always already been wounded. “Each new encounter shatters us and
reconfigures us,” says Chrétien, citing Hugo von Hofmannsthal* There is no way of receiving the
call, of being open to the other, without not merely the possibility but always the probability we will
be wounded—that is, changed or reoriented or perhaps rebuked. But one thing is certain: if we truly
hear the call, we will not be the same as before we heard it. We will return to the way in which the 7
is wounded by the call in the following section, but it is important to note early on the call always has

this quality.

Perhaps polyphony, though, is not quite the right word—or perhaps it is not enough. True, it brings
out the nature of multiple voices, yet it also at least implies a kind of “blending” in which those voices
produce a simply beautiful chorus. But, if we are to be true to the phenomena, we must challenge any
such reading. John Milbank is almost right when he speaks of a community in which there is “an
infinite differentiation that is also a harmony.”™" In such a community, says Milbank, “the possibility
of consonance is stretched to its limits, and yet the path of dissonance is not embarked upon.™"
Milbank’s work relies upon notions of harmony taken from Augustine’s De musica. Although he
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grants such harmony may be stretched “to its limits,” harmony remains the dominant metaphor. For
the ancient Greeks, “polufwnia” (poluphénia) carried the idea of multiple tones and “polufwnos”
(poluphinos) the idea of multiple voices. The description of a community comprised of multiple
voices is proper. Yet it does not go quite far enough. In juxtaposition to (that is, iz addition to) the
notion of polyphony, we need to set the notion of heterophony—Dboth descriptively and
prescriptively. First, whereas polyphony provides the aspect of a multiplicity of voices, heterophony
emphasizes the otherness of those voices. If there is to be true otherness, we cannot—and should
not—have a beautifully blended polyphony. Indeed, one can argue this lovely notion of polyphony is
all oo liberal and modern, for it wishes to smooth over the difficulties and the dissonance. Second,
heterophony emphasizes the idea of differing voices that do not simply blend or produce a pleasing
harmony but remain distinct and sometimes dissonant, sometimes precisely when we would rather
they were not.™ This is not to say now dissonance takes center stage; rather, it is to say dissonance—
sometimes eventually resolved and sometimes not—is simply part of that conversation. Only if there
is true heterophony can there be the expression and existence of otherness. Without such openness to
such dissonance, we would not have the late Beethoven quartets or Stravinsky’s Rite of Spring.
Harmony may arrive, but that arrival may well have to do with a change in us as listeners, and
perhaps a radical revision of what counts as “harmony” (as in the case of Peter’s vision, in which God
says something new).™

All of this becomes even more complicated because for Chrétien the structure of the response is never
simply that of answering the call. For one “also calls out in turn and appeals to other calls.”™ That



