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Praying for an Earthier Jesus:

A Theology of Flesh

John D. Caputo

At a recent meeting of Wesleyan philosophers and theologians, Craig Keen raised a significant
objection to The Weakness of God." Going back to the work of William Herzog, Keen made a
convincing comparison of the "slumdogs” portrayed in the Academy Award winning film Slumdog
Millionaire with the short and miserable lives of the people to whom Jesus preached. If the poor with
whom Jesus associated were sinners, they were first sinned against, not unlike the slumdog children
who were intentionally blinded in order to render them more effective because pitiable beggars.”
Both were regarded as unclean, expendable, and having nothing to sell but their bodies:

They were the “slumdogs” of his time and place... These are simply people—people who
have no reason to expect a way out, who have no reason to expect more than a short and
miserable life. Do they need magic? No. Magic has been co-opted by the powers, too, the
powers that weigh them down. Do they need resurrection? Yes, that is what they need. But
what kind of resurrection would be good news to the poor? It is here that we must ask if 7he
Weakness of God provides good news. ™

But what is resurrection? Keen responds:
I say now that I do not know. I believe no more than does 7he Weakness of God in a
resuscitation of bodies long dead, molecules and atoms dispersed throughout this planet. 1
do hope for resurrection, however; but unlike 7e Weakness of God 1 hope for a resurrection
in which bodies long dead come to be saturated by a new life that has no contrast in and no
competition with death. I do not know what that is... I hope that the extant order of things
will pass away, that fire will fall from the sky, and new heavens and a new earth will come to
shine—without exclusion or znclusion or conclusion—in the New Jerusalem. And that is
why we need an earthier Jesus than I think makes his way through the airy pages of The
Weakness of God. 1t is because our bodies are being beaten down that the body of a God
strong to deliver must be beaten down with us—really, not in charade—and with us raised...
I am not so sure that the brilliant text before us longs the way I do for the present evil age to
pass away. | am not so sure that it remembers vividly enough that we don’t Aave bodies, but
rather are bodies. I am not so sure that in the end what this text has is good news for the vast
majority of those who live and have lived in this world."”

It is a tribute to the acuteness of Craig Keen's analysis of The Weakness of God that he has, I am sure
without realizing it, identified my current project, the follow up to The Weakness of God which I have
tentatively entitled 7he Weakness of Flesh. My task here is to give an account of an earthier Jesus and
perhaps, as [ suspect, an earthier resurrection as well. I am extremely grateful to have the gift of such
insightful commentary. What follows is a digest of such good news as I can offer about an earthier
Jesus, a meek offering indeed compared to the mountain of misery upon which Keen is so resolutely
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fixed in his own work for which I am deeply indebted.

Doing Evil

In The Weakness of God 1 think of God in terms of an event of provocation. The provocation of God
is not to be imagined as something that God does, as if God were an agent in the sky, but something
that takes place in and under the name of God, which is the philosophical wisdom behind the adage
“God helps those who help themselves.” That requires actual, mundane, and identifiable agents,
whom no one should confuse with God and who, above all, should not confuse themselves with
God. There is no more salutary offspring of the theology of events than the recognition that it is not
God but human beings who do things in the name of God, which is why the history of religion is
also a history of violence. God is not well described as an agent with mysterious powers to do things
that for all the world seem to be the doings of more mundane powers. In a theology of the event
God is not a powerful but mysterious agent but the powerless power of the event. God does not do,
undo, or fail to do anything, but certain things get themselves done in or under the name of God, in
response to the event that is harbored there. That is why it is futile to blame God for doing us wrong
and unnecessary to exonerate God's ways before human courts. It is human beings who belong in
human courts. The name of God is not the name of somebody doing or not doing something, but
the name of an event. Events break open the present, for better or for worse, like life and death,
pleasure and pain, joy and sadness, good and evil, constituting beings both aggressive and
sympathetic, which is why we are capable both of attacking and defending the weak. In the
ambiguity of this unstable middle the proportionately ambiguous power of freedom makes its wary
way. The hoary, theological “problem of evil” thus has nothing to do with all the choices that a
sovereign, omnipotent, and omniscient God could have but failed to make, leaving us in our present
sorry state. The problem of evil has to do with ambient play of ambiguous beings, an ambience
beyond mere ambiguity, since our choices rarely boil down to two. The weakness of the flesh is at
bottom its ambience, and its ambience is its greatest, if riskiest, resource.

In a theology of the event, there is no question of healing the wounds of time with the salve of
eternity, but of returning time to its own resources, of recovering the events by which time, or what
happens in time, is nourished, of allowing the extremes of dislocation and disjunction to unsettle the
settled flow of the present. Imaginative and metaphysically inclined beings that we are, we can hardly
resist envisioning an eternal and immaterial sphere outside time and space or hardly be blamed for
picturing some immaterial super agent capable of the most daring and astonishing feats, for it is
always necessary to give figure and form to events. But in the end the name of God is a trace of an
event nestled deep within time which forces time outside itself in an ecstatic exposure to time
immemorial and to an unforeseeable time to come.” The meditation upon this event, which drives
time and language and desire to their extreme limits, driving us to God, driving us to being driven by
God, forcing us to ask what we love when we love our God, exposing us to the provocation of God,
is what I mean by theology.

That is why I speak of the weakness of God. For events do not do things, and the name of God is
the name of an event. Events are not causal factors or agents but the condition of restlessness within
things within which causal lines of force are set in motion, which make for movers and doers, both
provoked and restless. The event itself, if it had a self, is a provocation, a solicitation, an invitation,
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an interrogation, a memory, or a promise, whatever it is that unsettles the settled present, whatever
disturbs, interrupts, disjoins, opens, exposes. The eventiveness of the event is the deconstructive
energy or restlessness in things, but it does not, of itself, do something. We do things with words and
we do things with things, but we do not do things with events; events are conditions under which
things get said and done. That does not set us up as autonomous agents, for our actions are always
the action of the other in me, my response to a provocation from I know not where.

The "tangle" of events, to borrow an excellent image from Craig Keen, makes for an anonymous
quasi-transcendental field. The name of God harbors the weak force of an event, the power of
powerlessness, the powerlessness of the “perhaps,” not the omni-power of a prima causa. We might
say, following the dizzying exchange between Cixous and Derrida,” that the weakness of God turns
on the undecidable play of the “might,” the suggestive slippage from the powerful “might” of God,
the power of God almighty, to the powerless power of the “might” as in “might be” or “might have
been,” the power of a suggestiveness or subjunctiveness, of a possibility or a perhaps, of an invitation
or solicitation. The theology of the event depends upon the grammatological slippage from the
indicative mood to the subjunctive mood and deconstruction is written in the subjunctive, about
subjunctions, from the ontological to the de-ontological or me-ontological. What is disjunctive
about the event appears grammatically in the subjunctive, which subverts the settled conjunctions of
the present. That is why, pace Heidegger’s famous analysis of the Anaximander fragment, Derrida
locates justice in the disjunction or dislocation of a call, a solicitation, a promise. Disjoining is the
work of the event, which does not mean what the event “does,” but the way the event provides the
conditions under which things get themselves done.

How Earthy Do You Want to Be?

Let us begin the pursuit of an earthier Jesus by taking Christianity at its word, at its Word made
Flesh, embracing the claim made in Christianity that it is a religion of the flesh (sarx, caro, chair,
Fleisch). Let us take our point of departure from the Christian affirmation of the flesh, from the task
to adapt a turn of phrase from Deleuze that I think felicitous of “becoming flesh,” a phrase that
almost perfectly translates John 1:14 (sarke egeneto), even as the Germans say Fleischwerden as a way
to translate “incarnation.” I am distinguishing “flesh” as the site of pleasure and pain, suffering and
jouissance, passivity and mortality, from the “body” as agent, as the site of action and movement. The
body tends to mean the body subject, the subject of activity and agency. The body is the “organon”
of the soul, intimately conjoined to the soul, its right hand, so to speak. The body is an ensemble of
organic functions. The body is the standard subject of Husserlian “phenomenology,” even as it
appears everywhere without being named by Heidegger in Being and Time as being-in-the-world, as
the user of tools and the being that knows its way around the world. The body on the whole tends to
be hale and whole, male and muscular, white and western, even a bit of an able-bodied athlete, sexual
and otherwise.

Flesh by contrast is a seat of passivity and affectivity, of feeling, self-feeling, and feeling itself felt; flesh
is the sight of pleasure and pain, joy and suffering, glory and misery. I would identify flesh as the seat
par excellence of earthiness. We tend to pass our days in the functioning body tuned to the world, but
it does not take much to be drawn back into the flesh. The “reduction” to the flesh, to borrow a
term from phenomenology, occurs when we are driven to the extremes of pleasure and pain, pushed
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to a point where the world itself is suspended and we are reduced to sighing and moaning. Flesh
aches with hunger but (Fleisch) is also eaten, flesh is meat, flesh is corpulence, flesh is inseparable
from blood, flesh is voluptuous, and when we die it is flesh that rots (first) and stinks (our bones take
longer to rot and who knows when our ceramic hip and knee replacements and dental crowns will
rot). Because the “body” is the principle of agency, it is also capable of becoming utterly inert; at
death, there is a “body,” a corpus/corpse, which must be lifted, removed, disposed of, but the flesh has
melted away, withdrawn. Dead bodies are bodies without flesh, the body become a dead weight.

If I am being indelicate it is not because I am against delicacy, but because I am emphasizing that the
indelicacy, the earthiness that attends the flesh is a function of its delicacy. People with a "foul
mouth" use words that are "dirty" and are told to "wash their mouth out." To speak of the human
being as a whole as “flesh” is a metonym that takes its point of departure from a humble and even an
embarrassing part of (our) nature. Flesh is not for the squeamish. When people decide to really write
about the flesh and not resort to circumlocutions, it leaves everyone shocked and cannot be repeated
in polite society.” To be sure, nothing is gained by inciting a war between body and flesh or
instituting a new form of dualism. My point is exactly the opposite: all flesh is embodied, all the
living bodies we have ever run into are enfleshed, and we would sometimes find it hard to sort out
one from the other. What I am analyzing here is the almost irresistible lure or dream of a "body

without flesh," a living one, not a corpse, and what event is harbored in that figure.

According to Paul’s theology of the Incarnation, Christ Jesus, not thinking fleshlessness something to
exploit and hold on to (Philippians 2:6), assumes flesh and blood and bone. That is what Paul says
just after having decided that on the whole, unless he is needed here on earth, he would rather have a
body without flesh. More baldly put, he is saying he would rather be dead and that life in the flesh is
nothing to hold on to either. That raises the question of the status of this bond with flesh, its ana-
status, given a belief in anastasis. Is there, as Jean-Luc Nancy suspects, a deep dissatisfaction with our
earthy carnality concealed in Incarnation, a “real and secret horror of bodies” lodged there?”® Might
a horror at the prospect of carnal corruption go hand in hand with affirming the advent of the
Incorruptible into our “corruptible bodies?” What would it be like to affirm a theology of carnality
itself, before or without /z-carnation, so that carnality is not, need not, be visited from on high? A
theology where God does not need to visit or assume flesh but would be always already there? A
theology where the divine is characterized not by an advent into flesh but by the event of flesh itself,
not a theology of advent but a theology of the event? Is a genuine theology of the flesh (caro, carnis)
compromised, betrayed in advance, by a theology of /n-carnation? What is the effect of this prefix
“in-"? Is its force actually privative, “in-carnation,” as in in-corporeal, in-valid, in-carnal?

Even if we move beyond the classic notion of "atonement,” which these days has come under fire and
been subjected to radical reinterpretation, even if we move on to say that Incarnation represents the
advent of grace and glory beyond nature, raising flesh up to hitherto unsuspected glory, lifted beyond
its own natural resources, does this not come too late? Why not say that flesh itself, in all its misery,
is already glorious, is glory enough? Why this fear and trembling about flesh itself, without or before
Incarnation? Is this not a fear and trembling before death itself? When Paul says he prefers to live
with Christ instead of in the flesh, he does not mean what Plato meant in the Phaedo where an
incorruptible soul survives the corruption of the body and lives on with the purity of a separate soul.
Paul does not distinguish body from soul but body from flesh. He says we will live on in bodily
form, but with a “spiritual body” (soma pneumatikon, 1 Cor. 15: 44), light as air. Paul is describing a
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life without getting sick or dying, without the need to eat and digest food (or the fear of starving or
being eaten), without getting tired and in need of a rest and a cold drink, without falling and
breaking our necks or worrying about bleeding, freezing or starving to death, without the need to
reproduce, in short, without everything that we associate with the life, with the earthiness of life.

The Risen Body

The body of which Incarnational theology is dreaming is signaled clearly by a revealing episode in
Luke. After his appearance on the road to Emmaus, Jesus appeared to the disciples assembled in
Jerusalem seemingly out of the blue, who were startled and “thought that they were secing a ghost
(pneuma).” He reassured them and urged them to look at the wounds in his risen body and urged
them to touch him: “for a ghost does not have flesh and bones as you see that I have.” This flacly
contradicts the words of Paul in I Cor. 15:50, which expressly disallows “flesh and blood” into the
kingdom of God. Then, as a piéce de resistance, Jesus took a piece of broiled fish and ate it to allay
their doubts (Luke 24:36-43), after which he led them out to Bethany, blessed them, and “was
carried up into heaven” (Luke 24:50). Left to stand as it is, this narrative would overwhelm any
attempt to account for the risen body. It would imply a functioning digestive tract and consequently
the production of waste products, a heavenly food industry, requiring farms, a favorable climate, and
a waste management industry, to put it all rather circumspectly.™ Giorgio Agamben, who is less
concerned with being circumspect, puts it bluntly: what must be excluded from the risen body is
defecation.” Defecation marks the difference between this side and the other side. There's nothing
more earthy. The line between immanence and transcendence is drawn by defecation. What is
foolish, ridiculous, or amusing about this need for a heavenly plumbing industry, of course, is that we
have literalized and reified an event, conflated an event with some sort of heavenly or otherworldly
fact of the matter. That would be the equivalent of taking seriously what sort of housing, food
supply, and waste management system would be required to accommodate Alice’s surprising change
of size in Wonderland, or where the Mad Hatter purchases his tea, or whether he preferred Earl Grey.
Can this be how to think about these stories?

Thomas Aquinas proposed a way out of this dilemma by offering a typically ingenious metaphysical
gloss on this amazing episode in which he relied upon an analogy adopted from the Venerable Bede
about the contrasting ways the earth and the sun consume water.® The earth is “thirsty” for water,
meaning that it consumes water by absorbing it from defect or need, while the sun is higher than or
in excess of water and does not “need” water, and so it consumes water by burning it up or
evaporating it. The mortal body is like the earth, it needs food, but the risen body is like the sun, it
does not need food, but consumes it by evaporating or burning it up. The food is not transformed
into the risen body of Christ (which would create the need for heavenly plumbers) but evaporated,
reduced from an actual object to its primal potency.

From the point of view of a historical-critical view of the Scriptures, Aquinas actually is not all that
far off! But with this difference: the resurrected body is not analogous to a heavenly bodys; it is a
heavenly body, of the same stuff. Of course, one large problem here is that, as Dale Martin says,
there is “no fixed tradition as to the exact nature of the resurrected body of Jesus” in the New
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Testament.* Luke and John make a point of emphasizing that resurrection is a resurrection of the

flesh, that the hands of Thomas could feel the soft tissues of Jesus’s wounded side, that Jesus could
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cat broiled fish, have breakfast of fish with the disciples on the shores of the Lake Tiberias,, share
bread with the disciples in the inn at Emmaus and that he was no “ghost” (pneuma). Paul, who is
defending resurrection against its learned despisers at Corinth, explicitly rejects that possibility in
advance, almost verbatim, regarding it as just the sort of thing to bring down ridicule upon the whole
idea of resurrection as patently mythical and magical, and about that I think Paul is right. If one
took Luke and John literally, one would then face the problem of coming up with something to avoid
the paradoxes of heavenly waste disposal.

To avoid such ridiculous consequences, while not giving up on the idea of the resurrection of the
body completely, as Martin shows in a close analysis of I Cor. 15, Paul took pains to distinguish the
features of corruptible and incorruptible bodies. Corruptible bodies are strictly earthly post-lapsarian
bodies, made of earthly dirt and water, while heavenly bodies are made of a purer, finer astral material
of fire and air, a point which invites comparison with contemporary, electronic, post-biological
bodies. Paul does not distinguish between body and soul (Plato) or body and mind (Descartes), but
between gross bodies and refined bodies. Human bodies are composed of elements of both, which is
why they are so earthy. As descendents of Adam, we are possessed of the lower elements, which Paul
characterizes as sarx, flesh, the soft tissues of the body responsible for feeling and psyche, a “soul” or in
Latin an “anima” which is responsible for its animate vegetative and sentient life, which it shares with
the animals on land, sea (fish) and air (birds). Finally it has the element of pneuma, spirit, which is
responsible for the higher acts of cognitive and intelligent life, which is nothing “immaterial” in the
modern sense, but consists of the finest, most refined and ethereal of material substances, out of
which the sun, the moon and the stars are made (as is also, perhaps, a modern digitalized computer).
So the natural place of pneuma is not the earth but the heavens; these are heavenly bodies somata
epourania. The first two elements, sarx and psyche, are earth-bound and belong to the sphere of Ayle,
which is commonly translated as “matter,” but signifies the grosser heavier side of matter, while
pneuma means ether, fire, and air, more refined and lighter materialities, as opposed to the grosser
earthier ones.

The resurrected body sheds everything hyletic and animate, effectively shedding its grosser materiality
and animality and earthiness, while what remains is entirely pneumatic. Thus while we today would
say that fire and air belong to the “material” world, they were not in Paul’s vocabulary hyletic (5yle)
or “material” (in the “gross” or narrow sense) like wood or dirt. In other words, what Paul is
precisely excluding is the hyletic or earthy body. In Incarnational theology, the hope for an earthier
Jesus goes hand in hand with the hope of an unearthy resurrection. In the resurrected body, it is
pneuma that survives, but not sarx or psyche. Death for Paul is not the separation of body and soul,
but the separation of body and flesh. The resurrected body is still a body (soma), not a gross-hyletic
body (an animal body) but a “pneumatic body,” one that sheds its grossness and is resurrected in a
highly refined ethereal body whose function is one of higher intelligent life, but not lower biological
or zoological life. This invites comparison with contemporary debates among theoretical physicists
who point out that in the sphere of particle physics, one is no longer dealing with “matter” (in the
gross sense) because of the minuteness of these particles, by which the physicists do not mean to say
that they are studying angels or spiritual substances.

When one compares Paul’s account with that of Luke and John, it is clear that in the Synoptic
gospels, where earlier sayings are cast into narratives and made to tell a story, a more mythic and
magical view of the risen body is struck. The narrative structure permits the implausible notion of
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palpably risen flesh with risen but incorruptible and quite useless bodily functions like eating and
drinking. The authors of these gospels ignore, if indeed they even knew, the way Paul had forestalled
those problems in advance and explicitly ruled out risen flesh from the kingdom of God (I Cor. 15:
51). Paul was not trying to tell a story but to undo one. He was worried about how resurrection was
held up to ridicule by the Greek philosophers at Corinth. The Aoi polloi at Corinth would swallow
almost anything, but Paul was hearing objections from the educated class. Accordingly, he disallows
all such magical concoctions and cleans up the account of the resurrected body by defining it as a
body without flesh, effectively without organs, a body made not of earthy but of an astral stuff that
even the learned members of the ancient world would agree is incorruptible.

No one today can fail to notice the connection between the eschatological risen body and
technological body, between these spectacular scenes in the New Testament and the literature of
science fiction, between the miracles of the New Testament and the miracles of techno-science, which
is increasingly becoming a techno-eschatology. Has not science long dreamt of transfiguration,
resurrection, and ascension, and does it not do so even more today when certain impossible things
have become possible? We today cannot avoid observing how much of the theological imagination is
being progressively realized by medical science and contemporary bionics and bio-technology; the
possibility of moving through the air in flight, “miracle” drugs to cure disease, straightening even
replacing limbs and organs, sending instant messages across vast spaces, travel guided by digital global
positioning devices, etc. As Michel Serres has shown, advanced information technology is gradually
taking over the classical functions of angelology.™ We even find a high-tech equivalent of the way
the risen body of Jesus was able to appear and disappear instantly, behind closed doors, in the famous
“Beam me up, Scottie,” scenes in the TV series Star Trek, which project the technological possibility
of instant bodily relocation. On the horizon of this techno-body is the ancient dream of the
elimination of death. Is this a dream or a nightmare? Is it an ideal limit to be approached
asymptotically? Right now we would all settle for an average lifespan of a hundred plus years and
maybe even on a transformed earth, cleaned up and protected from the right wing. There is
moreover a fascinating parallel between these astral bodies of the first century and contemporary
particle physics, where the lines between the material and the immaterial get fuzzy, where we are no
longer dealing with gross-hyletic matter but something quite different.

Theology and robotology make a common cause centered on the common foe they find in biology.
The robotologists are no less resolved than St. Paul to provide us with light, fast, airy, magical bodies,
even if such bodies come at the cost of flesh, of the bios of life and its biology, of the zoe of life and its
zoology. The latest, most up to date version of the I Corinthians 15 is being written by
contemporary robotologists. They are as prepared and desirous as any Christian to put off
corruptibility and to put on incorruptibility, and just as ready to leave this earth for some elsewhere
in the skies where they will live on and on in very un-earthy bodies that are shiny, hot, fast, light, and
incorruptible. The one by science no less than the other by Spirit is anxious to refit disabled bodies
with shiny new able bodies™ and then to fit themselves out with bodies that can survive the trip and
thrive in the atmosphere of that heavenly city. Robotology and biotechnology are no less than
theology in the business of eschatology. They are all assiduously preparing a transfiguration, a
resurrection, an ascension. The robotologists are as serious about this as any Bible thumper in Kansas
railing against Darwin or any ravished character in Left Behind. Both show the same anxiety about
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dying before the rapture arrives.™ A theologian equally at home in particle physics offers us a new

theory of resurrection. The unholy alliance of John Polkinghorne and Hans Moravec is written in
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the stars. Seen thus, both robots and risen bodies, both iPhones and angels, all so many bodies
without flesh, announce a future that both excites and terrifies us, the future concealed in the fate of
our flesh.

Weak Theology and the Weakness of Flesh

How then can theology explain its difference from robotology? What is the difference between the
bodies to come of theology and the bodies to come of robotology? What are we to make of these
speculative forays into what Paul himself calls a mysterion, a secret? Are we on the right track?

In order to respond to this, let us go back to The Weakness of God where the “power” of the God of
the New Testament is portrayed as the power of a weak force, a power without power, like the power
of forgiveness, which answers one’s enemies with a kiss. The problem with this hypothesis is that the
New Testament narratives also portray a very real power, a strong force, emanating from the body of
Jesus, a power of healing so great that one need only touch his garment to experience it. Does not
Jesus command evil spirits or raise Lazarus by the sheer power of his word? While it is true that Jesus
does not deliver a mighty blow to his enemies, does he not use all his power, expend every resource at
his considerable command, on behalf of the least among us, multiplying loaves, raising the dead? It is
to slumdogs everywhere—in addition to the slumdog children of Mumbai one might also think of
teenagers in American slums driven to drugs and the easy money of drug dealing by a system that
keeps them systemically poor, this time portrayed in the stunning HBO series 7he Wire—that Jesus
announces that he has come to bring good news. Among those bodies his own sacred body mixes
and circulates.

Now is not the ultimate good news which Jesus announces, the eschatology par excellence, precisely
that the slumdogs will finally be raised incorruptible, when they will put their misery behind them in
the most decisive of all imaginable ways, for which we require the might of God Almighty? Here 1
recommend we proceed with some caution. The temptation to turn to the strong God of a strong
theology is never stronger than at this precise moment. What we desire, what we want to believe,
which means what we are “lief” (from the German /ieben) to think, what we would love to think, is
that one sent by God comes and stretches out his hand and says “be gone,” and the evil ones scatter,
and a reign of justice is established. I do not deny the importance of constructive narratives like that.
Slumdog Millionaire is something like that, but the larger tale told, more implicitly to be sure, is that
for the most part these people do not win a million dollars, are not rescued from their desperate
plight and end their lives in misery, destitution, and a degrading death. The harshness of reality in
fact intruded into this film when the young actors, chosen from among “real” slumdogs, after picking
up their Academy Awards were about to be returned to these very shanty town from whence they
were plucked, at which point the Indian government, overwhelmed with embarrassment, intervened.

The slumdogs, the real, concrete, earthy, and incarnate ones, lead ruined lives, damaged beyond
repair, irreparably; by the time help arrives, if it ever arrives, they are already blind or dead. For the
melancholy truth overhanging mortal life is that if there is death at all, then there will also be
untimely and unjust death; if there is suffering at all, then there will also be needless and unjustified
suffering. That is part and parcel of the weakness of flesh and of the ambience of evil. There is
nothing we can do to help the dead. There remains only the two-fold opening of the present, of the
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immemorial, and the promise. There remains only the cultivation of the “dangerous memory” of
their suffering (Metz), keeping their death alive in our lives, dreaming of ways in which they might
have been lifted up, allowing ourselves to be solicited by their death. That means doing the name of
God, for the name of God is the name of God is the name of a deed, of a solicitation, doing what is
to be done in the name of God, making the truth happen in the lives of the living. The might
contained in this name is the might of the subjunctive, meditating how they might have been saved
and how all this injustice might be avoided in the future, not the might of a power mighty enough to
reach back into the past and change it, which was the dream of Peter Damian for whom the name of
“God almighty” meant the power to alter the past. This “might” is the power of the subjunctive
opened up by the weak messianic power of the memory of the dead, the revenants, and the hope of
something to come, the arrivants. In weak theology, divine might has become the divine “might” (in
the subjunctive). The dead possess the might of the might have been, the future has the might of the

maybe. But in actuality these bodies are not going to come back to life.

Unless they do, as indeed they do in strong theology. For the theology of resurrection is the strong
stuff of an exceedingly strong and anastatic theology, which intends to come to the rescue of weak
and shattered flesh. Not, alas, in the nick of time, but too late, after time, after it is too late for time.
Too late, much too late, does resurrection love the living body. Just as Jesus was too late
(intentionally, it seems) to arrive in Bethany, which allowed Lazarus to die, which in turn allowed the
author of this gospel to have Jesus put on a display of divine power.™" In some ways the show of
strength of the strong God in the resurrection of the body is more impressive, even stronger, than the
show of omnipotence exercised in originally creating the world in the first place. For however much
shock and awe are on display in the creation of the cosmos with a word of his mouth, which is
considerable, the spectacular scene of creation still remains at a certain remove, like a vast cosmic
spectacle of time long past, before which we are minute and belated spectators. But in the
resurrection, we are not spectators but very much on stage. We could not be more intimately and
personally involved in the power deployed in the resurrection of the body, where all this divine might
is brought home, zoomed in and brought to bear upon our bodies, upon our weak and weary and
worn out flesh. It is clear that creation ex nihilo and resurrection go hand in hand, and that as far as
we ourselves are concerned re-creation packs every bit as much a punch as creatio ex nibilo.

My contention is that it is precisely at this point of resurrection we must take care not to take our eye
off the event, to be distracted by the figure, slipping from the “might” of the subjunctive into the
might of the almighty. It is precisely at this point that we must not lose our nerve and part company
with flesh, with the weakness and earthiness of flesh, turn our face away from flesh, no longer able or
willing to traffic in the slums of the world, whose earthiness will have proven too much to bear,
especially if it is an earthy Jesus we have in mind. My contention is that strong theology lacks the
heart to cope with the weakness of the flesh. Do not mistake my intentions. I am not trying to
drum the resurrection out of theology. Far from it. I am trying to redescribe it in terms of the
earthiness of Jesus. I am trying to describe re-surrection in terms of the re-petition of the event, to
preserve the force of the “re-“ wherever possible, which sees in these speculative forays, including
Paul's, a category mistake: fiery airy bodies is not what this is about. If it is, the robotologists may
well win the race with the second coming.

The profundity of Christian theology is that it means to be a theology of incarnation, where
everything turns on the entrance of God into the world, announced by angels, in humble
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circumstance in an obscure corner of the world. The stroke of genius of Christian theology is that it
means to be a theology of the becoming-flesh of God, of the hallowing of flesh, from a humble birth
to death most grievous and unjust. The complexity of Christian theology is the way it would
entangle God with the tangle of flesh that we are, as Craig Keen has put it so felicitously. Its answer
to the great Nietzschean critique is that it is a theology of the Incarnation. But at a certain point the
high theology of Christian orthodoxy loses the thread of this entanglement and backs off from the
earthy import of what it is saying. Having started from an eternal logos already disentangled from
flesh, it then disentangles our bodies from our flesh and has recourse thereafter to spiritual bodies,
mystical bodies, hot, fast, and bright transfigured and resurrected bodies, to mystical, mystified, and
mystifying bodies of all kinds. These are nothing less than bodies without flesh, magical bodies that
have washed themselves clean of flesh. They no longer get weary and sweaty, bloodied and buried,
no longer suffocate or defecate and have replaced our more unpleasant body odors with the odors of
sanctity. Compare Agamben's earthy observation that defecation is the crucial dividing line between
bodies of flesh and resurrected bodies with the “slumdog” Jamal plunging into the cesspool, into a sea
of defecation, which constitutes a powerful figure of flesh, a pungent representation of one side of

flesh.

In strong theology, the slumdogs become millionaires after all. The earthy bodies of the slumdogs are
but seeds of the bodies of glory. Fleshy life is a seed, a larval caterpillar that undergoes a glorious
metamorphosis into a beautiful butterfly, wings and all. Flesh is an investment in life without flesh,
even as the earthy body of Jesus, the body of the earthy Jesus, metamorphosizes into a glorified,
heavenly one. In weak theology, the commitment to the earthy Jesus is stronger and more earth
bound. The “becoming flesh” of God emblematized in Christianity resists an economy of saving
flesh from itself, into a strategy for abandoning flesh when the going gets tough. If we cannot be
saved from the weakness of the flesh, that is, from flesh itself, St. Paul says, our faith is in vain. That
would make the hallowing of flesh in Christianity into a strictly provisional and economic operation.
The redemption of flesh would then become a redemption from flesh. The God comes into flesh
precisely in order to make it possible for us to leave flesh behind, to live once again, this time around
in bodies without flesh, whose corruptibility causes us so much trouble. This burst of divine power
burns off our frail and mortal flesh and turns us into fiery, airy beings, all light and velocity meeting
Jesus on a cloud. If this does not transpire, St. Paul assures us, we are the most pitiable of creatures,
that is to say, earthy beings, beings of flesh all the way down. Strong theology offers relief, sublation,
redemption, an escape from flesh, displacing our bodies of flesh with magical fleshless ones.
Otherwise it is all in vain. In weak theology, on the other hand, we set out to be more faithful lovers
of the flesh, more faithful partners of a pact with flesh that affirms flesh to the end, till death do us
part, that embraces the weakness of flesh, that pursues the affirmation of flesh all the way down.
Weak theology is a more patient reader of stories about bodies of light and air eating fish, where
metamorphosis is a passage from earth to earth.

What do these stories affirm? Theological thinking, like all thinking worthy of the name, begins and
ends, if indeed it ever ends, in affirmation, and if it is not affirmation we are about, then we are about
nothing. Thinking means saying yes, amen, oui, oui. A theology of the flesh is constituted by a
double yes, the repeated affirmation of the flesh made in weak theology, the two-fold axiomatic of a
theology of the flesh. First of all, flesh itself is what we are, not what we have but what we are, yes, all
the way down, so that if flesh is burned off then all that is left of us is ash and cinder. Thart is the
anomaly of attributing eternal life to those rotting in their graves. What death and eternal life have in
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common is a common lack of flesh, which means the affirmation of eternal life requires the negation
of flesh. Secondly, flesh itself is of itself something saving, yes, not something needing to be saved;

flesh itself is of itself hallow, not in need of being hallowed.™™ Yes, yes. Flesh is healed and hallowed
by flesh, as time is healed by time, and space by space, and life by life.

The hypothesis made in weak theology is that we get the best results by facing up to the worst, that
the weakness of the flesh is met by embracing this very weakness, affirming it, not relieving or
replacing, metamorphosizing or transcending it by rendering it aufgehoben in hot white fleshless
bodies. The hypothesis is that the frailty and mortality of our being is healing of itself. To seck to be
healed of our mortality is to seek to be healed of life itself. Mortality is itself a form of life, viza
mortalis, not of death, and our vitality is not compromised by mortality but constituted or fashioned
by it. Our life is sculpted by mortality, the way a statue is etched by and at its limits. The beauty of
life includes the patina of our mortality. If flesh, like the flesh of the slumdogs, needs salvation, then
such salvation as is available is forthcoming from flesh itself. It does not come from something
higher or older or prior to flesh, something odorless and colorless that descends among our smelly,

colored bodies, something that comes into flesh to save it but ends up by finally purifying our bodies
of flesh.

If, in a more radical theology of flesh, a more radically earthy one, we say the word comes into flesh
in order to redeem it, that is a figurative way of portraying what is redemptive, salvific, saving and
restorative about flesh itself, a way of placing a halo of divinity around flesh itself. It is a figure not of
some actuality prior to carnality by which carnality is saved, but of an archi-carnality, the verbum as
an anonymous quasi-transcendental field, the virtuality of the event, the textuality of the
archi-text--whose realization or actualization is what is saving. Flesh is not fallen and then saved;
rather, falling and saving are movements taking place within the sphere of carnality, as carnal events,
carnalizing events, where the flesh incarnates not some divine being but events taking shape as flesh.
It is just when flesh is driven to an extreme by these events that we notice the divine glow flesh gives.

The Working Church:
Are There Any Slumdog Millionaires?

There is something undeniably amusing about this discussion of hot fast and fiery bodies. Every such
discussion ends by declaring it is all a mystery, but not without first trading jokes about what sort of
body we will have, like the medieval hypothesis that we will all be thirty-somethings. We have to do
here with figures of the sort only to be found in literature or painting or today a digitalized, animated
film. That should be enough to alert us that something is amiss, that we are on the wrong track if we
mean to understand what is afoot, if I may say so, in these stories of bodies without flesh. Theology
is not, cannot, be about this. Robotology perhaps, not theology. What then is theology about? To
address this let us come back to the lead we are following in Craig Keen's hypothesis about the
slumdogs.

Theology must take every precaution neither to be panicked by death nor to allow its salutary
indignation at the injustice dealt to the slumdogs to trick it into making a desperate grab for life, so
that if life and justice are to be had at the cost of flesh, then so be it. But if that is so, what becomes
of the slumdogs in weak theology, all of them, past, present, and to come, the long and countless



14 Janus Head

dead and those who are to come, all those who have and will have lived and died as slumdogs and
never become millionaires? If the name of God is the name of an event, of something unconditional
but without force, if it is not the name of a super being who can rush to our rescue with a mighty
show of strength, but of the things that are done and undone in the name of God, then what then of
the grave, of the gravity of death, where death is the fate of all flesh? What of all the nameless and
innumerable dead whose lives were short and brutal, whose deaths were cruel and unjust? What
justice is there for them?

Burt where is it written that justice is always served? Justice is a promise not an assurance, a
solicitation not always answered, a hope always vulnerable and at risk. Justice too is earthy, like flesh
itself. Nothing is guaranteed. Slumdog Millionaire, we recall, is about a quiz show turning on the
question: how did an uneducated slumdog know the answer to all those questions? The answer is not
that he cheated, not that he was lucky, not that he drew the answers from a vast stock of knowledge,
not stealth, luck, or knowledge, but “it is written,” fate. On that account, of course, the fate of all the
others is rather more heartless and unhappy, so why bother? But fate, too, is just more strong
theology. In a theology of the event, what is written is the Scriptures, and the Scriptures are not
books of fate, but words of promise, words that well up without guarantees. Words are solicitations
and what happens depends on the response. Promises are always risky business, and nothing insures

that they will be fulfilled.

The name of God harbors the event of a promise (which is no less a risk) of justice, of messianic
peace. The hope of peace, the dream of a messianic coming: that is the substance of these figures of
resurrection. We might of course say these are figures of the unfigurable, representations of the
unrepresentable, ways to imagine the unimaginable, of portraying some kind of life beyond life of
which no one, St. Paul included, should be expected to say very much about post-mortal life. These
are figures of the impossible. That may well be, and no one has authorized me to waylay that. 1
would only say that it is a bit of double dealing to continue to proclaim that hope under the name of
flesh inasmuch as it takes leave of flesh in a way that could not be more decisive. We do not know
what kind of life this would be, but we do know what kind it would not be. Be careful when you ask
for an earthier Jesus; you may get it, along with an earthier resurrection.

In my view these are stories of a promise, a call, a solicitation, a provocation, where it is precisely
incumbent upon us to respond, to make the truth come true, to do the truth, to make peace happen,
to make the Kingdom of God (the body of God) come true. That we may or may not do. There is
no magic coming from the sky to do it for us, no magical bodies into which we will be transformed
so that we may live on and on. The miracle of the impossible has nothing to do with magic, but with
impossible people who make the impossible happen just because of their faith in the impossible. The
key for me lies in what Keen, referring to the works of Alexander Schmemann, describes as a
performative, martyrological church which is very much like what I call, following a Catholic priest
who serves the slums of North Philadelphia, the "working church," the operative one, not the

inoperative one!™ The Scriptures do not map a path to another world, but portrays what it would be
like to visit the shock of the Kingdom upon the only world we know, portraying a life of metanoia, of

forgiveness and healing, which gives us hope and asks for our faith.

It is the performative or working church that I would say marks the difference between theology and
robotology. The church is interested in making justice, mercy, and love flow like water over the land,
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whereas robotology is interested in longevity. Robotology wants us to live forever, whereas theology
wants Jove to live forever. Theology does not, or ought not, have anything to do with having hot,
fast, and fiery bodies—that is robotology not theology—or with investments in celestial funds that
pay eternal dividends—that is economics not grace. Theological truth is theopraxis: doing the truth.
The name of God is the name of a deed. Do justice, make love happen, make the body of Christ
happen in the world, make the Incarnation a reality, and where you see death all around, make life.
That is all we earthlings know on earth and all we need to know.

We may take such comfort as is available from the consideration that there is in fact a working
church, that there actually are such people, that the history of those who make the truth come true,
who do the impossible, is as old as history itself. Inside and outside what calls itself religion and the
church? The name of God is fire indeed, inflaming hearts and searing bodies. Religion is a
flammable substance and doing theology is playing with fire. It would take a careful and elaborate
historical study to decide whether more people have been saved by these sacred names or simply
seared, sacrificed, scorched and consumed by their fires. Religion is as likely to reduce the world to
ashes as to inflame our hearts with justice. We can no more prune or purify religion of its dangers,
than we can purify fire of its heat. Religion is irreducibly a matter of excess, which is why it makes
for a volatile mix with politics, for better and for worse, why it might be another name for politics,
politics by another name. Try as we might, and I am not saying don't try, we never get to keep
“good” religion and jettison the bad, for it is the same extremism, the same being driven to the
extreme, the same intensity, the same passion that is found on either side, “religion” serving as a
name for the most extreme and radical resources in our natures. Religion is an undecidable (one of
many).

So for all the blood spilled in the name of God, it remains the case that there are men and women
whose dedication to God translates into the unselfish service of the wretched and the outcast, into a
lifelong vocation among the slumdogs. The shakers and doers who work the slums are impossible
people who will not be put off; they are the people of the impossible. They incarnate the impossible,
allowing the name of God to make its entrance into the world and to pitch its tent among the tents
of the slumdogs. There is a long history of such “fools”--whether “for Christ” or for the “great
compassion”--and under many others names, people who are mad for justice, who are driven by a
passion for the impossible, intent upon making the impossible happen. There is a long history of it
happening wherever the fires of religion flare. What needs to be recalled, of course, is that in a
theology of the event, this happens inside and outside of “Christianity” or of the biblical faiths,
among those who are religious with a religionless faith, inside and outside of what we in the West call
in Christian Latin “religion.” It happens wherever anyone burns with a passion for the impossible.
In a theology of the event, the distinction between what is inside and outside religion is undercut by
doing the truth, undercut by the event. That is the greatest strength of weak theology. Whatever
you did for the least of mine you did for me; that is all we need to know of “Christianity.” There we
find Christianity in the flesh. My idea is not to find the essence of Christianity but its flesh.

The acid test of the lovers of the impossible is, as in entirely in order, I think, the impossible itself. 1
refer to what is called in classical theology resignatio ad infernum (“resignation to hell”), the notion
that if the love of God required i, if the service of the slumdogs required it, the people of the
impossible (known in religion as “saints”) would prefer per impossibile, as we say so tellingly, to be
consigned to hell, that is, to be forever separated from the love of God, rather than to go to heaven
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while letting the slumdogs bury the slumdogs. That tradition has a point of departure in the text
from the Philippians (1: 23) that I cited above, in which Paul says he would rather defer union with
Christ and stay in this body of flesh as long as he is needed (he did not say he preferred the fires of
hell). The lives of those who serve the slumdogs are indeed something of a miracle, but this miracle
has nothing to do with magical powers; their lives are indeed lives of grace, but this has nothing to do
with having supernatural gifts and powers; these people are indeed “saints,” but there is nothing in
the power of a church that can sanctify them. It is they who sanctify the church, not the church who
sanctifies them. The church does not sanctify flesh, thank you very much, but the service of the flesh
lends the church such sanctity as it has. Without them, there is no excuse for the churches and all the
trouble the churches cause in our lives. The miracle, the grace, the sanctity lies in doing the
impossible, responding to the provocation of the name of God, to the event harbored in this name, in
whatever name it is embodied, inside or outside religion or Christianity. The miracle, the grace, the
sanctity are invisible and powerless powers, weak powers, too weak to show up among the powers of
this world, like the power of forgiveness. That is the subject matter not of high theology, nor of
metaphysics, but a certain theo-poetics of the weakness of God.

These people bear witness to the name of God but they do not “verify” some theological proposition
about the Filiogque or the Homoousios, which picks out a being bearing the name of God. They do
not verify the event of Incarnation; they let it happen in their flesh. They incarnate the name of
God, giving it flesh and blood. Nor can they guarantee a successful outcome of their labors, which
are all too often thankless, obscure and futile, so when one of them, like Mother Theresa, becomes a
celebrity, it is exceedingly odd! They themselves simply answer the solicitation, respond to the
prompting of the event, bear witness to the name of God, incarnate the name of God, making
themselves worthy of the events that happen to them in the name of God. They are not pursuing for
themselves, nor can they promise others, hot, fast and fiery bodies or everlasting commerce with the
angels after death, when this unjust world will have been burnt away. There is something unseemly
about even bringing any of that up, for it raises the question of whether, if they were not personally
assured of being rewarded for their troubles, they would lose all interest in the wounded and
humiliated flesh of the slumdogs and would turn their attention to the stock market. In a theology of
the event, the whole force of their sanctity lies in putting such considerations out of play. Their lives
are expenditures without return, and what they do belongs to the paralogic of the gift, not the logic
of an economy, celestial or otherwise. Their aims are for the most part much more carnal and
incarnational, more modest and mundane, more earthy, like coming up with enough food to get
their people through the week, or with a relatively inexpensive medication that will ward off a disease
by which the children of the prosperous are not even threatened.

Such is the weakness of the flesh, such is the horizon of life, such is the earthiness of vita mortalis.
Such are the straits of the flesh, within which we earthy things, beings born of living dying flesh,
must labor, all the while dreaming of how things might be otherwise, of such resurrection as might be
possible. Such is the transcendence flesh permits, not transcendence beyond the flesh but the
transcendence flesh itself affords; not the magical transcendence effected by an almighty being, but
the transcendence of the “might” that stirs impatiently in the event, in the “perhaps” that is restlessly
astir in the provocation of God.
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