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Translator’s Note

The ideas in this book developed over a series of seminars: ini-
tially, in a shorter format, at the College International de
Philosophie in Paris, in October, 1998; then at the University of
Verona, in Winter 1998-99; finally, at Northwestern University, in
April, 1999, and the University of California, Berkeley, in October,
1999. The book represents the fruit of these seminars and is
indebted to discussions with participating students and professors.
The form of the leading idea remained constant throughout each
seminar: it always consisted in a commentary ad litteram, in every
sense of the word, on the first ten words of the first verse of the
Letter to the Romans.

In the transliteration of Greek terms, I have simplified diacriti-
cal marks and only indicate long syllables in the Greek by the use
of a macron over the corresponding vowel. The reader may, how-
ever, find those passages of selected original Greek texts that were
closely analyzed and immediately linked to this seminar in the
Appendix. The Greek text used is that of Eberhard Nestle (Novum
Iestamentum graece et latine, edited by Erwin Nestle and Kurt
Aland, United Bible Societies, London, 1963). The interlinear
translation is that of Morgan Meis.

[ Translator’s note. In accordance with the desire of the author, all
citations of Paul’s Letters were translated into English as closely as
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possible with regard to the author’s personal translation. Various
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for his time and meticulous interlinear translation of the Greek in
the Appendix, and to Arne de Boever, Alessia Ricciardi, Dana
Hollander, Gil Anidjar, Stathis Gourgouris, and Neslihan
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An oracle of silence

Someone calls to me from Seir,
Watchman, what is left of the nighe?
Watchman, what is left of the nighe?
—Isaiah 21:11



S The First Day

Paulos doulos christou Iésou

First and foremost, this seminar proposes to restore Paul’s
Letters to the status of the fundamental messianic text for the
Western tradition. This would seem a banal task, for no one
would seriously deny the messianic character of the Letters. And
yet, this is not self-evident, since two thousand years of transla-
tion and commentary coinciding with the history of the
Christian church have literally cancelled out the messianic, and
the word Messiab itself, from Paul’s text. Not that one should
conclude that there was something like a premeditated strategy of
neutralizing messianism, but anti-messianic tendencies were
doubtlessly operating within the Church as well as the
Synagogue, at various times and in diverse ways; nevertheless, the
problem raised here touches on more essential matters. For rea-
sons that will become clear over the course of the seminar, a mes-
sianic institution—or rather, a messianic community that wants
to present itself as an institution-—faces a paradoxical task. As
Jacob Bernays once observed with irony, “to have the Messiah
behind you does not make for a very comfortable position”
(Bernays, 257). But to have him perennially ahead of you can
also, in the end, be discomforting.

In both cases, we are confronted with an aporia that concerns
the very structure of messianic time and the particular conjunc-
tion of memory and hope, past and present, plenitude and lack,
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origin and end that this implies. The possibility of understanding
the Pauline message coincides fully with the experience of such a
time; without this, it runs the risk of remaining a dead letter. The
restoration of Paul to his messianic context therefore suggests,
above all, that we attempt to understand the meaning and inter-
nal form of the time he defines as o nyn kairos, the “time of the
now.” Only after this can we raise the question of how something
like a messianic community is in fact possible.

In this vein, one could say that a kind of subterranean solidarity
had existed between the Church and the Synagogue in presenting
Paul as the founder of a new religion. All evidence indicates that
Paul would have never dreamed of claiming this status, given that
he expected the imminent expiration of time. The reasons for this
complicity between Church and Synagogue are clear: for the one as
for the other, the aim is to cancel out or at least mute Paul’s Judaism,
that is to say, to expunge it from its originary messianic context.

For this reason, a long-standing Hebrew literature on Jesus pres-
ents him in benevolent terms—as “a nice guy,” as Jacob Taubes
jokingly notes, or as Bruder Jesus, to quote the title of Ben Chorin’s
book, published in 1967. Only recently have several Jewish schol-
ars undertaken serious reexamination of Paul’s Jewish context. In
the 1950s, when W. D. Davies’s book Paul and Rabbinic Judaism
emphatically called attention to the substantially Judeo-messianic
character of Pauline faith, Jewish studies were still dominated by
Buber’s book Two Tjpes of Faith. The thesis of this book, to which
we will later return, and which Taubes notes as being “highly
dubious but from which I learned a great deal” (Taubes, 6), oppos-
es the Jewish emunah, an immediate and objective trust in the
community to which one belongs, to the Greek pistis, the subjec-
tive recognition of a faith one judges to be true and to which one
converts. For Buber, the first is the faith of Jesus (Glauben Jesu)
while the second, the faith iz Jesus (Glauben an Jesus), is, natural-
ly, Paul’s. But since then, things have clearly changed, and in
Jerusalem as in Berlin and the United States, Jewish scholars have
started to read Paul’s letters with regard to their own context, even
if they have not yet considered them for what they really are, that

1. This expression appears in English in Taubes.
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is, as the oldest and the most deménding messianic texts of the
Jewish tradition.

From this perspective, Taubes’s posthumous work 7he Political
Theology of Paul (2004) marks
an important turning point, [ Memoriam: Jacob Taubes
despite its being the record of
a seminar that lasted only a week. Taubes, who belonged to an old
family of Ashkenazi rabbis and had worked in Jerusalem with
Scholem (whose relation to Paul is, as we shall see, as complicated
as his relation to Benjamin), finds Paul to be the perfect represen-
tative of messianism. Since our seminar proposes to interpret mes-
sianic time as a paradigm of historical time, now, eleven years after
his Heidelberg seminar, we cannot begin without a dedication 77
memoriam.

Paul’s Letters are written in Greek, but what kind of Greek are
we talking about? Are we referring to New
Testament Greek, about which Nietzsche —Paul’s Language
said that God gave proof of his tactfulness in
choosing such an impoverished language? Philosophical lexicons
as well as dictionaries and grammars of New Testament Greek
consider the texts that comprise the canon of the New Testament
as though they were perfectly homogeneous. From the perspective
of thought and of language, this is, of course, untrue. Paul’s Greek,
unlike that of Matthew or Mark, does not consist of a translation
behind which an attentive ear, like Marcel Jousse’s, could perceive
the rhythm and idiom of Aramaic. Wilamowitz-Méllendorf’s
anti-Nietzscheanism is finally right in characterizing Pauline
Greek as a writer’s language. “The fact that his Greek has nothing
to do with a school or a model, but rather flows directly out of his
heart in a clumsy fashion and in an uncontrollable outburst, and
the fact that his Greek is not translated Aramaic (as are the sayings
of Jesus), makes him a classic of Hellenism” (Wilamowitz-
Maéllendorf, 159).

Describing him as a “classic of Hellenism” is nevertheless par-
ticularly infelicitous. Taubes’s anecdote on this subject proves
enlightening. One day in Zurich during the war, Taubes was tak-



4 THE TIME THAT REMAINS

ing a stroll with Emil Staiger, the renowned Germanist, who was
also an excellent Hellenist (and who had engaged in an interesting
epistolary exchange with Heidegger on the interpretation of a line
of Morike’s poetry). “One day we were walking along the
Rimistrasse from the university to the lake, to Bellevue, and he
turned a corner, and I was continuing on to the Jewish quarter in
Enge, and he said to me: You know, Taubes, yesterday I was read-
ing the Letters of the Apostle Paul. To which he added, with great
bitterness: But that isnt Greek, it’s Yiddish! Upon which I said:
Yes, Professor, and that’s why I understand it!”” (Taubes, 4). Paul
belongs to a Jewish Diaspora community that thinks and speaks
in Greek (Judeo-Greek) in precisely the same manner that
Sephardim would speak Ladino (or Judeo-Spanish) and the
Ashkenazi Yiddish. It is a community that reads and cites the
Bible in the Septuagint, which Paul does whenever necessary (even
if he occasionally appears to use a corrected version that is based
on the original, using what we would nowadays call a “personal-
ized” version). Unfortunately, this is not the occasion for us to
elaborate on this Judeo-Greek community and its having
remained in the shadow of the history of Judaism—the reasons for -
which undoubtedly concern Paul at the core. The opposition
between Athens and Jerusalem, between Greek culture and
Judaism has become commonplace, starting at least with Shestov’s
book (1938), which Benjamin characterizes as “admirable, but
absolutely useless” (Benjamin 1966, 803), and is particularly pop-
ular with those who are not experts in either field. According to
this commonplace assumption, the community to which Paul
belonged (which also produced Philo and Flavius Josephus, as well
as numerous other works requiring further study) was subject to
distrust because it was imbued with Greek culture and because it
read the Bible in the language of Aristotle and Plato. This is the
equivalent of saying, “Trust not the Spanish Jews, because they
read Géngora and translated the Bible into Ladino,” and “Trust
not the Eastern Jews, because they speak a kind of German.” Yet
there is nothing more genuinely Jewish than to inhabit a language
of exile and to labor it from within, up to the point of confound-
ing its very identity and turning it into more than just a gram-
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matical language: making it a minor language, a jargon (as Kafka
called Yiddish), or a poetic language (like Yehuda Halevi’s and
Moshe ibn Ezras Judeo-Andalusian kharjas, discovered in the
Cairo genizah). And yet, in each case it is also a mother tongue,
even though, as Rosenzweig says, it bears witness to the fact that
“so far as his language is concerned, the Jew feels always he is in a
foreign land, and knows that the home of his language is in the
region of the holy language, a region everyday speech can never
invade” (Rosenzweig, 302). (In Scholem’s letter to Rosenzweig,
dated December 1926—one of the few texts in which Scholem
adopts a prophetic tone in describing the religious force of a lan-
guage that revolts against the very people who speak it—we wit-
ness one of the most intense rejections of the Hebrew language as
a language of everyday use.)

This is the perspective from which we should account for Paul’s
language and this Judeo-Greek community that constitutes just as
important a chapter in the Jewish Diaspora as does Sephardic cul-
ture up to the eighteenth century and Ashkenazi culture in the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Hence the meaning of both
Staiger’s observation (“It’s not Greek, it’s Yiddish!”) and Norden’s
reserve, which he expresses in his excellent book Die antike
Kunstprosa: “Paul’s style, globally speaking, is not Hellenistic”
(Norden, 509). Nevertheless, Paul’s style does not have a peculiar-
ly Semitic coloring either. Being neither Greek, nor Hebrew, nor
lashon ha-qodesh, nor secular idiom, is what makes his language so
interesting (even if we are not yet at the point of confronting the
problem of its messianic status).

I would like to have read and gone through all of this non-
Greek in the Letter to the Romans with you today
word by word, given that it is the testamentary — Methodos
compendium of Paul’s thought, of his gospel, par
excellence. But since we do not have time for such an endeavor, in
addition to reasons I will not pursue at this moment, we will have
to place our stakes in this brief time, on this radical abbreviation
of time that is the time zhat remains. For Paul, the contraction of
time, the “remaining” time (1 Cor. 7:29: “time contracted itself,
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the rest is”) represents the messianic situation par excellence, the
only real time. I have subsequently decided on our reading only
the first verse of the letter, and translating and commenting on it,
word for word. I will be satisfied if, at the end of this seminar, we
are able to understand the meaning of this first verse, in its literal
sense and in every other aspect. This is a modest endeavor, but it
depends on a preliminary wager: we will be treating this first verse
as though its first ten words recapitulate the meaning of the text
in its entirety.

Following epistolary practices of the period, Paul generally
begins his letters with a preamble in which he presents himself and
names his addressees. The fact that the greeting of the Letter to the
Romans differs from others in its length and doctrinal content has
not gone unnoticed. Our hypothesis pushes further, for it suppos-
es that each word of the incipit contracts within itself the com-

‘plete text of the Letter, in a vertiginous recapitulation.

(Recapitulation is an essential term for the vocabulary of messian-
ism, as we shall see later.) Understanding the incipit therefore
entails an eventual understanding of the text as a whole.

PAULOS DOULOS CHRISTOU IESOU, KLETOS APOSTOLOS APHORIS-
MENOS EIS EUAGGELION THEOU. The Latin
The Ten Words  translation by Jerome used for centuries by
the Catholic Church reads: Paulus servus Jesu
Christi, vocatus apostolus, segregatus in evangelium Dei. A current
literal English translates, “Paul, a servant of Jesus Christ, called to
be an apostle, separated to the gospel of God.” :
One preliminary philological observation. We read the Pauline
text in modern versions. (In our case Nestle-Aland’s critical edi-
tion, which is a revised edition, published in 1962, of Eberhard
Nestle’s 1898 edition that abandoned the Erasmian Textus receptus
and instead based itself on a comparison between the 1869
Tischendorf text and the 1881 Westcott-Hort text.) In contrast to
the manuscript tradition, these editions necessarily introduce
modern conventions of writing, like punctuation, into the text,
and in doing so they occasionally presuppose semantic choices.
This is why, in our verse, the comma after /esox makes for a syn-
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tactic break, separating dowulos from klétos, that refers the latter to
apostolos (“servant of Jesus Christ, called to be an apostle”). Yet
nothing prevents us from opting for a different scansion, reading
Paulos doulos christou 1ésou kletos, apostolos aphorismenos eis enagge-
lion theou as “Paul, called as slave of Jesus the Messiah, separated
as apostle for the announcement of God.” This second reading
would, among other things, better correspond with Paul’s explicit
affirmation (1 Cor. 15:9): ouk eimi hikanos kaleisthai apostolos (“1
am not worthy to be called apostle”). Without yet choosing one
over the other, at this point we should remember that, from the
syntactic point of view, the verse presets itself like a single nomi-
nal syntagma that is absolutely paratactic, uttered in one single
breath, moving according to the crescendo: servitude, calling,
envoi, separation.

I will spare you the endless discussions on the subject of the
name Paulos, concerning whether, as a Roman name, it
is actually a praenomen or a cognomen, or perhaps even  Paulos
a signum or a supernomen (that is to say, a surname),
and the reasons for which “the young Jew with the proud biblical-
Palestinian name of Sha’ul, which at the same time emphasized
the descent of his family from the tribe of Benjamin, was given
this Latin cognomen” (Hengel, 9). Why doesn’t Paul ever give his
full name, if, according to a completely unfounded conjecture, his
name was Caius Julius Paulus? What relation exists between his
Roman name and Sha'ul, his Hebrew name (which, in the
Septuagint, is written as Szoul or Saoulos, and not Saulos)? These
problems as well as others stem from a passage in Acts 13:9, which
reads, Saulos ho kai Paulos (ho kai is the Greek equivalent of the
Latin qui er, which usually introduces a surname and can mean
“who is also called”).

My methodological choice (which also entails basic philological
precaution) consists here—and in general for the interpretation of
Pauline texts—in not taking into account later sources, even if
they are other New Testament texts. In his letters, Paul always and
only calls himself Paulos. And this is all there is, nothing more to
add. For those who would like to know more on this subject, per-
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mit me to refer you to the early study by Hermann Dessau (1910)
or to the more recent work-—though by no means more astute—
by Gustave Adolphus Harrer (1940). Most of what you find there,
however, is simply gossip, which is also the case for all the specu-
lations on Paul’s trade, on his studies with Gamaliel, and so on.
This does not mean that gossip cannot be interesting; on the con-
trary, to the extent that it entertains a nontrivial relation to truth
that eludes the problem of verification and falsification and claims
to be closer to truth than factual adequation, gossip is certainly a
form of art. The peculiarity of its epistemological status lies in the
fact that in itself it accounts for the possibility of an error that does
not entirely undermine the definition of truth. Intelligent gossip
therefore interests us independently of its verifiable character. That
said, to treat gossip as though it were information is truly an
unforgivable apaideusia [lack of refinement].

While it may not be legitimate to unhesitatingly deduce from a
text information that suppos-

On the Good Use of Gossip  edly refers to the biographic
reality of its author or charac- -

ters, such information may still be used as a starting point for a
better understanding of the text itself, or for the internal function
that the author, the characters, or their respective names assume
within the text. In other words, the good use of gossip is not
excluded. In this vein, when the author of the Acts changes to
Paulos the name of the character who up to that point had been
called Saulos, we can read a significance in the sudden shift. In lit-
erary texts, we occasionally find that an author changes identity
over the course of the narration—for example, when Guillaume
de Lorris, the supposed author of The Romance of the Rose, gives
way to an equally unknown Jean de Meun, or when Miguel de
Cervantes declares at a certain point that the real author of the
novel he is writing is not himself, but a so-called Cid Hamete Ben-
engeli. (In this case, Benengeli is actually the transcription of an
Arabic word that means “son of a stag,” which is probably an iron-
ic allusion to the hazy circumstances surrounding the author’s
birth, taking into account those laws concerning the limpieza del
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sangre, purity of blood, that discriminate against those with
Hebrew or Moorish ancestry.)

In the Hebrew context, the archetype for metanomasia, that is,
for the changing of a name of a character, is found in Genesis 17:5,
when God himself intervenes and changes the names of Abraham
and Sarah, adding a letter to each name. Philo dedicates an entire
treatise, De mutatione nominum, to this problem and comments at
length on the Abraham and Sarah episode (as do two of his
Quaestiones et solutiones in Genesin). Contra those who ridicule
God’s going out of his way to give Abraham the gift of one mere let-
ter, Philo brings attention to the fact that this slight addition actu-
ally changes the meaning of the whole name—and, as a result, the
entire person of Abraham himself. On the addition of 740 to the
name Sarah, Philo writes, “What seems to merely be the simple
addition of a letter, in reality produces a new harmony. Instead of
producing the small, it produces the great; instead of the particular,
the universal; instead of the mortal, the immortal” (Philo, 124—25).

The fact that this treatise is not even mentioned in the recent lit-
erature on the name of the apostle (but is cited many times in
Origen’s and Erasmus’s commentaries) is a prime example of what
Giorgio Pasquali used to call coniunctivitis professoria (or in this
instance, theologico-professoria).? In changing only one letter of his
name, in replacing p7 by sigma, Saulos could have possibly had—
according to the author of the Acts, who was well versed in
Hellenized Judaism—an analogous “new harmony” in mind. Saulos
is in fact a regal name, and the man who bore this name surpassed
all Israelites, not only in beauty, but also in stature (1 Sam. 9:2; this
is why, in the Koran, Saul is called 7z/uz, the highest). The substi-
tution of sigma by pi therefore signifies no less than the passage from
the regal to the insignificant, from grandeur to smallness  paulusin
Latin means “small, of little significance,” and in 1 Corinthians 15:9
Paul defines himself as “the least [elachistos] of the apostles.”

Paul is therefore a surname, the messianic signum (which is the
same as a supernomen) that the apostle bestows on himself at the
moment he fully assumes the messianic vocation. The formula /o

2. Translator s note: See Giorgio Pasquali’s Pagine stravaganti di un philol-
ogo (Florence: Editrice Le Lettere, 1994).
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kai leaves no room for speculation around its referring to a sur-
name and not a cognomen, and it is hard to believe that, after
Lambertz’s studies on surnames in the Roman Empire, anyone
could ever support arguments to the contrary. According to a
practice that spread from Egypt to all of Asia Minor, ho kai is the
formula that normally introduces a surname. Among the examples
catalogued by Lambertz we find a ho kai Paulos that the scholar
thought was taken from the name of the apostle but which most
likely only repeats within itself the implicit gesture of humility
(Lambertz 1914, 152). Scholars of onomastics have long since noted
that as the Roman trinomial system began to wane and give way
to the modern uninomial system, many of the new names were
actually only surnames, often diminutives or perjoratives, which
were taken for proper names in keeping with the Christian claim
for creaturely humility. We possess lists of these surnames, lists
that document in flagranti the transition from noble Latin ono-
mastics to the new Christian quasi name:

Januarius qui et Asellus

Lucius qui et Porcellus
lldebrandus qui et Pecora
Manlius qui et Longus

Amelia Maura qui et Minima . . .

Saulos qui et Paulos therefore carries within itself an onomastic
prophecy that would sustain a long legacy. Metanomasia realizes
the intransigent messianic principle articulated firmly by the apos-
tle, in which those things that are weak and insignificant will, in
the days of the Messiah, prevail over those things the world con-
siders to be strong and important (1 Cor. 1:27—28: “But God hath
chosen . . . the weak things of the world to confound the things
which are mighty, ...and things which are not, to bring to
nought the things that are”). The messianic separates the proper
name from its bearer, who from this point on may bear only an
improper name, a nickname. After Paul, all of our names are only
signa, surnames.

Confirmation of the messianic significance of metanomasia can
even be found in the verse on which we are commenting. In this
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instance, the name Paul is immediately linked to the word doulos,
“slave.” Since slaves did not have any juridical status in classical
antiquity, they did not have veritable names and could be given
names only by their owners, according to the owners' whim.
Slaves frequently received a new name upon acquisition
(Lambertz 1906-8, 19). Plato (Cratylus 384d) alludes to this cus-
tom, writing, “We frequently change the names of our slaves, and
the newly imposed name is as good as the old.” Philostratus recalls
that Herod Atticus bestowed the twenty-four letters of the alpha-
bet as names to his slaves, so that his son could train himself in
calling them. Among these non-names, these mere signa of slaves,
aside from names that indicate geographical provenance, we often
find nicknames that describe a physical quality, such as micos,
micros, micrine (little, tiny) or longus, longinus, megellos (tall, large).
At the very moment when the call transforms him who is a free
man into “the slave of the Messiah,” the apostle must, like a slave,
lose his name, whether it be Roman or Jewish. From this point on
he must call himself by a simple surname. This did not escape the
sensibility of Augustine, who—in countering a misleading sugges-
tion made by Jerome, repeated again by the moderns, that the
name Paul supposedly came from the name of the proconsul
whom he converted—knew perfectly well that Paul simply means
“little” (“Paulum ... minimum est”; Enarrationes in Psalmos

72:4). This should do for gossip.

(®) The methodological precaution of excluding everything that
comes after a specific text is impossible here. The memory of a cultivat-
ed reader is comparable to a historical dictionary containing all of the
uses of a term, from a term’s first appearance up to the present day. A
historical being (as is, by definition, language) monadically carries with-
in himself the entirety of his history (or as Benjamin would say, all of his
pre- and posthistory). One may consequently attempt to disregard the
given meanings of a term after a certain date—which is what we shall be
attempting here, with the highest possible degree of meticulousness.
Keeping distinct the successive moments of a word’s semantic history is
not always easy, especially when, as with the Pauline text, this history
coincides with the history of Western culture as a whole, with its deci-
sive caesuras and continuities. If the interpretation of the New
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Testament is inextricable from the history of its tradition and transla-
tions, then, for this very reason, precaution becomes all the more neces-
sary. It is often the case that a later meaning, the product of ages of the-
ological discussions, is integrated into lexicons and is uncritically pro-
jected back onto the text. The task thus remains of creating a Pauline
lexicon of technical terms (not to be confused with a lexicon of the New
Testament as a whole). Our seminar would like to consider itself as an
initial contribution, however partial, to this task.

This precaution does not imply any judgment on the historical value of
a text like the Acts, itself the subject of much debate. As we have seen,
this precaution is only valid when taken in a general philological and
conceptual way. To be able to distinguish what is of true historical value
and what is part of a hagiographic construction in Luke’s text (to dis-
cern, for example, if the “cloven tongues like as of fire” mentioned in
Acts 2:3 pertain to any historical event) is, without a doubt, a task
beyond our present means.

The importance of the term doulos (servant, slave) in Paul is
witnessed in the term’s frequent use. It appears 47 times
Doulos in the Pauline text, more than a third of the 127 occur-
rences in the New Testament. Even before he presents
himself as an apostle, Paul chooses to present himself to the
Romans as a slave (as he does in Phil. 1:1 and in Titus 1:1). But
what does it mean to be “a slave of the Messiah™ In tracing out
the semantic history of the term doulos, the New Testament lexi-
cons habitually contrast the predominantly juridical meaning that
the term acquired in the classical world—which technically refers
to the slave inasmuch as he is subjected to the power of the domi-
nus-despotés (if the Greeks wanted to stress the generic relation of
a slave’s belonging to the oikos of his owner they would use the
term oiketés)—to the markedly religious connotation that the cor-
responding Hebrew word ‘ebed (like the Arabic @bd) acquires in
the Semitic world. The opposition does not aid our understand-
ing of how doulos is used technically in the Pauline text, for, in
Paul, doulos refers to a profane juridical condition and at the same
time refers to the transformation that this condition undergoes in
its relation to the messianic event.
The juridical usage of the term becomes evident in passages that
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oppose doulosto eleutheros (free) and follow the antithesis Jew/Greek
(such as 1 Cor. 12:13: “For by one Spirit we were all baptized into one
body—]Jews or Greeks, slaves or free”; in addition, see Gal. 3:28 and
Col. 3:11). Here Paul is concurrently evoking the two fundamental
divisions of people: one according to Hebrew law (Hebrew goyim
reaffirmed in Gal. 2:7 in the form “circumcision-foreskin”), and the
other according to Roman law.? In the first book of The Digest of
Justinian, under the rubric of de statu hominum, we read
“summa. . . de iure personarum divisio haec est, quod omnes aut
liberi sunt aut servi [certainly, the great divide in the law of persons
is this: all men are either free or slaves]” (Justinian, 15).

Doulos acquires a technical meaning in Paul (as in “slave of the
Messiah,” or the quasi-slang hyper doulon, “super-slave, beyond-
slave,” in Philem. 1:16). It is used to express the neutralization that
the divisions of the law and all juridical and social conditions in
general undergo as a consequence of the messianic event. The
definitive passage for understanding the usage of the term is 1
Corinthians 7:20—23: “Let every man abide in the same calling
wherein he was called. Art thou called being a slave? Care not for
it: but if thou mayest be made free, use it rather. For he that is
called in the Lord, being a slave, is the Lord’s freeman: likewise
also he that is called being free, is slave of the Messiah.” Because
this passage necessitates lengthy commentary in order to interpret
the terms kléros and klesis, I will postpone this analysis until later.
We may nevertheless anticipate one thing: that the syntagma
“slave of the Messiah” defines the new messianic condition for
Paul, the principle of a particular transformation of all juridical
conditions (which, for this reason, are not simply abolished).
Moreover, we may note that the comparison with 1 Corinthians
7:22—in terms of the strong tie this passage sets up between the
verb group kaled (1 call”) and the term doulos—permits for read-
ing a different scansion in our incipit: “Paul, called (as) a servant
of Jesus Christ, an apostle separated unto the announcement of
God.” In its being situated precisely at the center of the ten words

3. Translator’s note. Agamben uses prepuzio, the Italian word for foreskin
rather than uncircumscribed or uncircumcision, so I have done the same in
order to render audible the bodily quality of Paul’s language.
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that comprise this verse, £lézos, “calling,” constitutes a kind of con-
ceptual pivot, which can be turned just as much toward the first
half (toward him who was free but now becomes a slave of the
Messiah) as toward the second half (toward him who was not wor-
thy of being called apostle and becomes separated as such). In
either case, the messianic calling is a central event in Paul’s indi-
vidual history, as it is for the history of humanity.

¥ Although studies on the relation between Roman law and Hebrew
law, and on Paul’s position with regard
Talmud and Corpus iuris  to both, remain largely insufficient,
they are nevertheless promising. (Alan
Watson’s books provide interesting starting points concerning the rela-
tion of Jesus to Hebrew and Roman law, especially Jesus and the Law
and Ancient Law and Modern Understanding, Boaz Cohen’s book
Jewish and Roman Law is, however, not as helpful. On the relation
between Paul and Hebrew law, see Peter Tomson’s Paul and the Jewish
Law, which provides a good demonstration of the current reversal
among scholars, who are now hurrying, undoubtedly for good reasons,
to find the Halacha in the Pauline text regardless of consequence.)
Nevertheless, the feeble opposition that sets the classical world against
Judaism reveals its shortcomings precisely at this point. At first sight,
Mishnah and Talmud, in their formal structure, seem to find no cor-
responding resemblance in all of Western culture. However, even the
reader without any knowledge of the history of the law quickly notices
that a fundamental work in Western culture resembles the Jewish com-
pilations to the extent of being quasi-identical to them. We are refer-
ring to The Digest, that is, the book of the Corpus iuris civilis, in which
Justinian brings together the opinions of great Roman jurisconsults.
One after the other, opinions of jurists of different ages are listed in
response to various questions, sometimes in sharp contrast to one
another, in exactly the same way that the Mishnah and Talmud draw
up a list of the opinions of rabbis from the houses of Shammai and
Hillel. In the following passage taken from 7he Digest, one only need
replace Roman names with Hebrew names to confirm the formal anal-
ogy beyond doubt:

Ulpian, Sabinus, book 22: When someone legates stores, let us see what
is embraced by the legacy. Quintus Mucius writes in the second book
of his Civil Law that things intended to be eaten and drunk are includ-
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ed in a legacy of stores. Sabinus writes to the same effect in his books
on Vitellius. Whatever of these, he says, [are kept for the use of] the
head of the household, or his wife, or children, or the household
which habitually surrounds them; likewise, of pack animals which are
kept for the owner’s use. But Aristo notes that things which are not for
eating and not for drinking are also included in the legacy, as, for
instance, those things in which we are accustomed to eat things, such
as oil, fish sauce, brine, honey, and other similar items. Admittedly, he
says, if edible stores are legated, Labeo writes in the ninth book of his
Posthumous Works that none of these things goes with the legacy,
because we are accustomed not to eat these things but to eat other
things by means of them. In the case of honey, Trebatius states the
opposite, rightly, because we are accustomed to eat honey. But
Proculus correctly writes that all these things are included, unless the
testator’s intention should appear otherwise. Did he legate as eatables
those things which we are accustomed to eat or also those things by
means of which we eat other things? The latter should also be consid-
ered to be included in the legacy, unless the intention of the head of
the household is shown to be otherwise. Certainly, honey always goes
with edible stores, and‘not even Labeo denied that fish too, along with
their brine, are included (Justinian, 33, 9). The analogy is all the more
noteworthy in that the Corpus iuris civilis and the Talmud are con-
temporary with each other (both dating back to the mid-sixth centu-
ry C.E.).

If you look at a current rendering of our verse, it is impossible
not to notice that from the Vulgate on, sever-
al terms in the Greek are not translated but  Christou Iesou
are instead substituted with a calque: apostle
for apostolos, evangel for eumaggelion and, above all, Christ for
Christos. Each reading and each new translation of the Pauline text
must begin by keeping in mind the fact that christosis not a prop-
er name, but is, already in the Septuagint, the Greek translation of
the Hebrew term muashiah, “the anointed,” that is, the Messiah.
Paul has no familiarity with Jesus Christ, only with Jesus Messiah
or the Messiah Jesus, as he writes interchangeably. In the same
fashion, he never uses the term christianos and even if he knew of
this term (which seems to be implied in Acts 11:26), this would
only have meant “messianic,” especially in the sense of disciple of
the Messiah. This presupposition is obvious in the sense that no
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one could seriously claim the contrary; nevertheless, it is anything
but trivial A millenary tradition that left the word christos
untranslated ends by making the term AMessiah disappear from
Paul’s text. The emaggelion tou christou of Romans 15:19 is the
announcement of the coming of the Messiah. The formula esous
estin ho christos (Jesus is the Christ)—which in John 20:31 and Acts
9:22 signifies the messianic faith of the community Paul address-
es—would not make any sense if christos were a proper name. It is
absurd to refer to a “messianic conscience” of Jesus or his apostles
(as do some modern theologians), if one has to first hypothesize
that the apostles took christos for a proper name. Admitting that
one can talk of a Christology in Paul, it coincides fully with the
doctrine of the Messiah.

We will therefore always translate christosas “Messiah.” That the
term Christ consequently never appears in our text is not meant to
signal any polemic intention nor a Judaizing reading of the
Pauline text; rather, it entails an elementary philological scruple
that all translators should follow, whether or not they be equipped
with an imprimatur.

The assertion, often found in modern commentaries, that the
syntagma Christos [esous (or Iésous Christos) is

Proper Names supposed to construct only one proper name
obviously lacks any philological basis. The dis-

tinction between Christos (capitalized) and christos as an appella-
tion was introduced by modern editors. Not only do the most
ancient manuscripts fail to distinguish between capitalized and
noncapitalized words, they also write christos—as with other nom-
ina sacra such as theos, kyrios, pnewma, Iésous, and so on—in an
abbreviated form (which, according to Ludwig Traube, stems from
the Hebrew interdiction of pronouncing the tetragrammaton).
But, in the preface to the Nestle-Aland edition, we find “christos
will be written in lower case when it signals ‘the official designa-
tion’ (Amstbezeichnung) of the Messiah (for example Matt. 16:16),
and in upper case when it has clearly become a proper name (for
example, in Gal. 3:24-29).” The real difficulty with this more or
less conscious transgression of the most basic philological princi-
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ples, lies in determining this self-evident “when.” This was cer-
tainly not a problem for the evangelists, who knew perfectly well
what the term christos signified (“We have found the Messiah,
which is, being interpreted, c/ristos”; John 1:41). Nor was it a prob-
lem for the Church Fathers, from Origen (¢2n christos prosegorian
[“the title christ”); Commentary on the Gospel According to John,
72),% to Justin (who otherwise would not have said to the Jew
Trypho, “We are all awaiting the christ”).

The distinction between ho christos with the article and christos
without the article is just as devoid of value in the Pauline text,
given that, in a completely analogous fashion, Paul writes the
word 7nomos sometimes with an article and sometimes without,
never meaning for him that nomos has become a proper name. To
the contrary, a formal analysis of the Pauline text shows that chris-
tos could only be an appellative, from the instant that the apostle
refrains from writing kyrios christos (uniting two appellatives with
differing connotations), and only writes kyrios lesous christos, kyrios
Iesous, christos Iesous kyrios emon (Coppens, 133). In general, one
should never forget that it is beyond an author’s power to take a
term that is in current use in the linguistic context of his life and
make it into a proper name, especially with regard to a funda-
mental concept, such as that of the Messiah for a Jew. The prob-
lem of distinguishing those passages in which the term maintains
its “Old Testament” meaning is a pseudoproblem from the very
start, for not only is it impossible for Paul to distinguish between
an Old and New Testament in the way we do now, that is, as two
textual wholes, but his reference to the kainé diatheké is an “Old
Testament” citation (Jer. 31:31) that specifically refers to the mes-
sianic accomplishment of the Torah. (The palaia diatheke “is
made inoperative in the Messiah”; 2 Cor. 3:14.)

When, in a modern commentary on the Letter to the Romans,
we find, “Here we first read Christ Jesus, then Jesus Christ. The
two formulas constitute one sole proper name, in which the
appellative meaning of the Messiah tends to fade away” (Huby,

4. Translator's note. For the Greek see the bilingual Greek/French edition
used by Agamben: Commentaire sur saint Jean, 1: Books 15, ed. Cécile Blanc
(Paris: Editions du Cerf, 1996). This passage is found in book 1, paragraph
191, pp- 154755
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38—39), we may completely disregard its claim, for it projects our
forgetting of the original meaning of the term christos back onto
the Pauline text. This is clearly no accident but one of the sec-
ondary effects of the admirable works of constructing the section
of Christian theology the moderns called Christology. Our semi-
nar does not set out to measure itself against the Christological
problem; rather, more modestly and more philosophically, it seeks
to understand the meaning of the word c/ristos, that is, “Messiah.”
What does it mean to live in the Messiah, and what is the mes-
sianic life? What is the structure of messianic time? These ques-
tions, meaning Paul’s questions, must also be ours.
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Kletos

The term klétos, which comes from the verb 4ales, to call, means
“calling” (Jerome translates it as vocatus). This term appears in the
greeting of the first Letter to the Corinthians; in the other letters,
we often find the following formula: “apostle by the will of God.”
We should pause to reflect on this term, for in Paul the linguistic
family of the word £aled acquires a technical meaning that is essen-
tial to Paul’s definition of messianic life, especially when found in
the deverbative form Alesis, meaning “vocation, calling.” The
definitive passage is 1 Corinthians 7:17—22:

Butas God hath distributed to every man, as the Lord hath called every
one, so let him walk. And so ordain I in all communities [ekklesias,
another word from the same family as 4a/ed]. Is any man called being
circumcised? let him not remove the mark of circumcision. Is any called
with a foreskin? let him not be circumcised! Circumcision is nothing,
and the foreskin is nothing. . . . Let every man abide in the same calling
wherein he was called. Art thou called being a slave? care not for it: but
if thou mayest be made free, use it rather. For he that is called in the
Lord, being a slave, is the Lord’s freeman: likewise also he that is called,
being free, is slave of the Messiah.

What does klesis mean here? What does the following phrase
mean: “Let every man abide in the same calling where-

in he was called [en té klesei he eklethe]”? Before Beruf
answering this question, we must first examine the

19
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problem arising from the strategic use of the term k/ésis—or,
better yet, from the word’s translation into the German Beruf—
in one of the most definite works in the social sciences in our
century, Max Weber’s Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of
Capitalism (1904). You are certainly familiar with Weber’s the-
sis, the one concerning what he calls the “spirit of capitalism,”
meaning the mentality that makes of profit a good, independ-
ently of hedonistic or utilitarian motives—that it originates
from a Calvinist and Puritan professional ascesis emancipated
from its religious foundation. This means that the capitalist
spirit is a secularization of the Puritan ethic of the profession.
What specifically interests us is that this modern concept of
profession is in turn constructed out of the Pauline passage on
klesis that we have just read, transforming the messianic voca-
tion in question into the modern conception of Beruf, as both
vocation and worldly profession.

We witness a turning point in the process of secularization of
messianic Alesis in the Lutheran translation of Alesis by Beruf in
several passages of the letters and specifically in the passage that
concerns us, 1 Corinthians 7:17-22. It is through the Lutheran ver-
sion that a term originally signifying the vocation that only God
or the Messiah addressed to man acquires the modern sense of a
“profession.” Shortly after Luther, the Calvinists and the Puritans
invested it with an entirely new ethical meaning. According to
Weber, the Pauline text does not convey any positive valuation of
worldly professions, but only an attitude of “eschatological indif-
ference.” This is a consequence of awaiting the imminent end of
the first Christian communities: “Since everyone was awaiting the
coming of the Lord, then let everyone remain in the estate [ Stand)
and the secular occupation [Hantierung] in which the call [Ruf]
of the Lord has found him, and continue to labor as before”
(Weber, 31). Luther, who at first shared Paul’s eschatological indif-
ference, at a certain point, especially after the experience of the
peasant revolts, gradually leans toward a new understanding of the
importance of an individual’s concrete profession being that of a
command placed in him by God to fulfill the duties that corre-
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spond with the worldly position imposed upon him. “The indi-
vidual should remain once and for all in the station and calling in
which God had placed him, and should restrain his worldly activ-
ity within the limits imposed by his established station in life”
(Weber, 8s).

Weber frames the problem of the exact meaning of the term
klesis in the Pauline text in this particular context and dedicates a
long note to it. “Luther,” he writes,

translates two apparently quite distinct concepts as Beruf Firstly the
Pauline klesis in the serise of the calling of God to eternal salvation. In
this category belong: 1 Corinthians 1:26; Ephesians 1:18; 4:1, and 4:4; 2
Thessalonians 1:11; Hebrews 3:1; 2 Peter 1:10. All these cases relate to the
purely religious concept of the calling Berufing] which comes from God
by means of the gospel preached by the apostle. The term #lesis has
nothing whatever to do with secular “callings” in the present-day sense.
(Weber, s5)

According to Weber, the connection between the “purely” reli-
gious usage of the term “calling” and the modern term Beruf'is
constituted precisely on the basis of our passage, 1 Corinthians 7.
It is useful to quote Weber’s reflections on this passage, for they
betray a difficulty he is unable to resolve:

The translation of a passage in the First Letter to the Corinthians forms
a bridge between those two seemingly quite distinct uses of the word
“Beruf” by Luther. In Luther (in the usual modern editions), the con-
text in which this passage is located is as follows: 1 Corinthians 7:17:
“Only as the Lord hath distributed to each man, as God hath called
each, so let him walk. ... Was any man called being circumcised? let
him not remove the mark of circumcision. Hath any man been called
uncircumcised? let him not be circumcised! Circumcision is nothing,
and uncircumcision is nothing; but the keeping of the commandments
of God. Let each man abide in that calling wherein he was called (en 2
klése he eklethe—as Professor Merx tells me, this is unquestionably a
Hebraism—the Vulgate translates it as 772 gua vocatione vocatus est). Wast
thou called being a bond-servant? care not for it.” . . . In his exegesis of
this chapter, Luther, even in 1523, had followed the older German ver-
sions by translating A/esis in verse 20 as “Ruf” . . . and had at that time
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interpreted this as “Stand” (estate or condition). It is in fact evident that
the word klésis in this—and only this—passage corresponds at least
approximately to the Latin “status” and our “Stand” (in German), i.e.,
state, estate, or condition, as in married state, the condition of a servant,
etc. In verse 20 Luther, following the older German translations, even in
1523 in his exegesis of this chapter, renders klésis with Beruf, and inter-
prets it with Stand [“status”]. ... But of course not as Brentano. ..
assumes, in the modern sense of Beruf as profession. (Weber, 56—57)

What does it mean that the term //esis may and may not have
the same meaning as the modern Beruf? Is it correct to interpret
the Pauline concept of the call, like Weber does, as an expression
of “eschatological indifference” toward worldly conditions? In
addition, how exactly does the passage in question carry out the
transition from the religious meaning of vocation to that of a pro-
fession? The determining moment obviously occurs in verse 20, in
the en re klese he eklethe that Weber, in accepting a suggestion from
Merx, interprets as a Hebraism. In truth, this hypothesis harbors
no philological bearing and only reflects a purely semantic diffi-
culty in comprehension. From a syntactic-grammatical point of
view, the phrase is in fact perspicuous, and Jerome renders it with-
out any difficulty as i qua vocatione vocatus est. In an even more
literal fashion, he could have written #n vocatione qua vocatus est,
“In the calling whereby he was called.” The Greek anaphoric pro-
noun /e (Lat. qua) is a perfect rendering of the meaning of the for-
mula, of its peculiar tautegorical movement that comes from the
call and returns back to it. According to the proper meaning of
each anaphora, /e actually signals a taking up of the previously
mentioned term (here, £/ésis). This anaphoric movement is con-
stitutive of the meaning of Pauline A/ésis and thus makes klésis a
technical term in his messianic vocabulary. K/sis indicates the par-
ticular transformation that every juridical status and worldly con-
dition undergoes because of, and only because of, its relation to
the messianic event. It is therefore not a matter of eschatological
indifference, but of change, almost an internal shifting of each and
every single worldly condition by virtue of being “called.” For
Paul, the ekklesia, the messianic community, is literally all Aleseis,
all messianic vocations. The messianic vocation does not, howev-
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er, have any specific content; it is nothing but the repetition of
those same factical or juridical conditions iz which or as which we
are called. Inasmuch as 4/ésis describes this immobile dialectic, this
movement sur place, it can be taken for both the factical condition
and the juridical status that signifies “vocation” as much as it does
Beruf.

According to the apostle, this movement is, above all, a nullifi-
cation: “Circumcision is nothing, and the foreskin is nothing.”
That which, according to the law, made one man a Jew and the
other a goy, one a slave and another a free man, is now annulled
by the vocation. Why remain in this nothing? Once again, mene-
o (“remaining”) does not convey indifference, it signifies the
immobile anaphoric gesture of the messianic calling, its being
essentially and foremost a calling of the calling. For this reason, it
may apply to any condition; but for this same reason, it revokes a
condition and radically puts it into question in the very act of
adhering to it.

This is what Paul says just a bit further on, in a remarkable pas-
sage that may be his most rigor-
ous definition of messianic life Vocation and Revocation
(1 Cor. 7:29-32): “But this [ say,
brethren, time contracted itself, the rest is, that even those having
wives may be as not [hos me] having, and those weeping as not
weeping, and those rejoicing as not rejoicing, and those buying as
not possessing, and those using the world as not using it up. For
passing away is the figure of this world. But I wish you to be with-
out care.” Haos mé, “as not”: this is the formula concerning mes-
sianic life and is the ultimate meaning of &/ésis. Vocation calls for
nothing and to no place. For this reason it may coincide with the
factical condition in which each person finds himself called, but
for this very reason, it also revokes the condition from top to bot-
tom. The messianic vocation is the revocation of every vocation. In
this way, it defines what to me seems to be the only acceptable
vocation. What is a vocation, but the revocation of each and every
concrete factical vocation? This obviously does not entail substi-
tuting a less authentic vocation with a truer vocation. According
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to what norm would one be chosen over the other? No, the voca-
tion calls the vocation itself, as though it were an urgency that
works it from within and hollows it out, nullifying it in the very
gesture of maintaining and dwelling in it. This, and nothing less
than this, is what it means to have a vocation, what it means to
live in messianic k/ésis.

At this point, the 4as mé shows itself as a technical term essen-
tial to Pauline vocabulary and must be understood in its specifici-
ty on both the syntactic-grammatical and semantic levels. We
should take note that in the Synoptic Gospels, the particle Aas
serves an important function as an introductory term for mes-
sianic comparisons (for example, in Matt. 18:3: “unless you [man]
.. . become as the children [/ds ta paidial”; or in the negative, in
Matt. 6:5: “thou shalt not be as the hypocrites”). What is the
meaning of this comparison, and what is the meaning of any com-
parison in general? Medieval grammarians did not interpret the
comparative as an expression of identity or simple resemblance,
but rather, in the context of the theory of intensive magnitudes,
they interpreted the comparative as an (intensive or remissive) ten-
sion that sets one concept against another. To use our previous
example, the concept man is thus set against the concept children
in a way that does not presume any identification between the two
terms. The Pauline /ds mé seems to be a special type of tensor, for
it does not push a concept’s semantic field toward that of another
concept. Instead, it sets it against itself in the form of the as noz:
weeping as not weeping. The messianic tension thus does not tend
toward an elsewhere, nor does it exhaust itself in the indifference
between one thing and its opposite. The apostle does not say: -
“weeping as rejoicing” nor “weeping as [meaning =] not weeping,”
but “weeping as not weeping.” According to the principle of mes-
sianic 4lésis, one determinate factical condition is set in relation to
itself—the weeping is pushed toward the weeping, the rejoicing
toward the rejoicing. In this manner, it revokes the factical condi-
tion and undermines it without altering its form. The Pauline pas-
sage on the /o5 mé may thus conclude with the phrase “paragei gar
to schéma tou kosmou toutou [for passing away is the figure, the way
of being of this world]” (1 Cor. 7:31). In pushing each thing toward
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itself through the s 7oz, the messianic does not simply cancel out
this figure, but it makes it pass, it prepares its end. This is not
another figure or another world: it is the passing of the figure of
this world.

% An apocalyptic parallel to the Pauline 4os méis discernable in 4 Ezra
(or 2 Esdras) 16:42—46:

Qui vendit, quasi qui fugiet;

et quz' emit, qmz:z' qui pem’iturus;

quz' mercatur, quasi quz' ﬁuctum non capiat;
et qui aedificat, quasi non habitaturus;

qui seminat, quasi qui non metet;

et qui vineam putat, quasi non vindemiaturus;
qui nubunt, sic quasi filios non facturi;

et qui non nubunt, sic quasi vidui.

[Let him that sells be as one who will flee;

let him that buys be as one who will lose;

let him that does business be as one who will not make a profit;

and let him that builds a house be as one who will not live in it;

let him that sows be as one who will not reap;

so also him that prunes the vines, as one who will not gather the grapes;
let them that marry, as those who will have no children;

and them that do not marry, as those who are widowed.]

A more attentive analysis nevertheless demonstrates that this seeming
closeness (hos mé, quasi non) veils profound differences. Not only does
Ezra contrast different verbs while Paul almost always negates the same
verb, but, as Wolbert observes (Wolbert, 122), Ezra distinguishes
between those verb tenses (present and future) that Paul merges into a
single present. In Paul, the messianic nullification performed by Aas mé
is completely inherent to Alésis and does not happen to it in a second
time (like it does in Ezra), nor does it add anything to it. In this way, the
messianic vocation is a movement of immanence, or, if one prefers, a
zone of absolute indiscernability between immanence and transcen-
dence, between this world and the future world. This will be important
in understanding the structure of messianic time.

From this perspective, the passage 1 Corinthians 7:29—32 can be read
as though it were implicitly opposed—perhaps even knowingly—to the
passage in Ecclesiastes (3:4-8) in which Qobeleth clearly separates the
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times Paul melds together: “A time to weep, and a time to laugh; a time
to mourn, and a time to dance. . . a time to seek and a time to lose; a
time to keep, and a time to throw away . . . a time for war and a time
for peace.” Paul defines the messianic condition by simply superimpos-
ing, in the /s me, the times Qobeleth divides.

In order to render the messianic instance of an as not in every
klesis, the urgency revoking every vocation which
Chresis  adheres to it, Paul uses a peculiar expression that gave
his interpreters much to ponder: chrésai, “make use.”
Let us now reread 1 Corinthians 7:21: “Art thou called being a
slave? care not for it but if thou mayest be made free, use it
rather.” Contra Luther, who refers ch#zsai to freedom and not, as
implied by the formulas e7 ki (“but if”) and mallon (“rather”), to
slavery, we would do well to hear in this line, as do the majority
of interpreters, “But if thou mayest be made free, use your Alésis as
slave.” Use: this is the definition Paul gives to messianic life in the
form of the as not. To live messianically means “to use” Alésis; con-
versely, messianic 4/ésis is something to use, not to possess.

We may now make better sense of the meaning of the antithe-
ses in verses 30—31:"those buying as not possessing, and those
using [chromenoi] the world as not using it up [katachromenoi.”
They make an explicit reference to property (dominium) under
Roman law: ius utendi et abutend;. (The meaning is confirmed in
the reading of the L manuscript: parachromenoi, to make use of, in
the technical-juridical sense.) Paul contrasts messianic usus with
dominium; thus, to remain in the calling in the form of the as not
means to not ever make the calling an object of ownership, only
of use. The has me therefore does not only have a negative content;
rather, for Paul, this is the only possible use of worldly situations.
The messianic vocation is not a right, nor does it furnish an iden-
tity; rather, it is a generic potentiality [potenza] that can be used
without ever being owned. To be messianic, to live in the Messiah,
signifies the expropriation of each and every juridical-factical
property (circumcised/uncircumcised; free/slave; man/woman)
under the form of the as noz. This expropriation does not, howev-
er, found a new identity; the “new creature” is none other than the
use and messianic vocation of the old (2 Cor. 5:17: “So if anyone
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is in the Messiah, the new creature [kainé ktisis): everything old
has passed away; see, everything has become new”).

(®) It is against this backdrop of a messianic vocation as conceived by
Paul, that the Franciscan claim to a usus opposed to property acquires its
meaning. In their faith to a principle of a/tissima paupertas that went
against the prescriptions of the Curia, factions of spiritual Franciscans
were not limited in refusing all forms of property. With regard to the
Franciscans, and as Bartolus of Saxoferrato’s juridical astuteness made
clear in his speaking of a novitas vitae to which civil law remained inap-
plicable, they implicitly put forth the idea of a forma vivendi that was
entirely subtracted from the sphere of the law. Usus pauper is the name
they gave to this form of life’s relation to worldly goods. Contrary to
those who believed that, in the final analysis, use could be referred back
to a “right of usage” (fus in usu, usum habere) and was therefore equiva-
lent to a potestas licita utends rem ad utilitatem suam (as is the case, for
example, in usufruct), Olivi confirms that “use and right are not the
same thing: we may use something without having a right over it or over
its usage, just as the slave uses his owner’s thing without being an owner
oran usufructary” (Lambertini, 159).! Even though the Pauline text most
often referred to by the Franciscans is 1 Timothy 6:8 (“if we have food
and clothing, we will be content with these”), many passages in the
quaestio di altissima paupertate on Olivi’s distinction between #sus and
dominium can be read as true and proper glosses of 1 Corinthians
7:30-31: “dicendum quod dare et emere et ceteri contractus,” he writes,
“in apostolos erant solo nomine et solo ritu exteriori non autem in rei
veritate [One should say that when it comes to the apostles, the acts of
selling and buying and other types of contracts existed only in name and
as external ritual, but not in the reality (truth) of the thing]”
(Lambertini, 161). In elaborating on the trend, already present in the
writings of Francis, to conceive of the order as a messianic community
and dissolve the rule that was conceived of as a form of life in the gospel
(the first rule begins haec est vita evangeli Jesu Christi), for Olivi as for
Angelo Clareno, 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. As we shall see, the Pauline strategy with
regard to the law, of which our passage 1 Corinthians 7 on the as nor
forms an integral part, may be read from an analogous perspective.

1. Translator s note. Pierre Jean Olivi, 1248-98, philosopher of the Middle
Ages, who was an early leader of the “Spiritual” reform movement in the
Franciscan order.
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¢ It will help us here to compare the Pauline as 7oz with a juridical
institution as it permits for certain analogies. I am speaking of the insti-
tution of the fictio legis, correctly defined as a creation without precedent
in Roman civil law (Thomas, 20). The “fiction” (which should not be
confused with a presumption, which refers to an uncertain fact) consists
in substituting a truth with an opposite accession, from which juridical
consequences may be derived (fictio est in re certa contrariae veritatis pro
veritate assumptio). Depending on whether the accession is negative or
positive, it expressed in the formula ac si-non | ac si, perinde ac si non |
perinde si [as if not / as if, just as if not / just as if]. One example of the
fictio legis is the Lex cornelia (81 B.C.E.), on the validity of the testimony
of Roman citizens who died in captivity. According to Roman law, cap-
tivity implied the loss of status of free citizen and, therefore, the loss of
the capacity to make a testament. In order to remedy the patrimonial
consequences of this principle, the Lex cornelia established that in the
case of a Roman citizen who had fallen into slavery but made a testa-
ment one had to act “as though he had not been made a prisoner” (or,
in the equivalent positive formulation, “as though he had died a free cit-
izen,” atque se in civitate decessit). The fictio consists in acting as if the
slave were a free citizen and in deducing from this fiction the validity of
a juridical act that would otherwise be null. This fiction of nonexistence
could be pushed at times to the extent of annulling a legal provision (ac
si lex lata non esset) or a particular juridical act so that, without ever con-
testing its reality (pro infecto), it could be considered as though it had
never happened.
In the as noz, in a characteristic gesture, Paul pushes an almost exclu--
sively juridical regulation to its extreme, turning it against the law. What
does it actually mean to remain a slave in the form of the as noz? Here,
the juridical-factical condition invested by the messianic vocation is not
negated with regard to juridical consequences that would in turn vali-
date a different or even opposite legal effect in its place, as does the fic-
tio legis. Rather, in the as not, the juridical-factical condition is taken up
again and is transposed, while remaining juridically unchanged, to a
zone that is neither factual nor juridical, but is subtracted from the law
and remains as a place of pure praxis, of simple “use” (“use it rather!”).
Factical 4lésis, set in relation to itself via the messianic vocation, is not
replaced by something else, but is rendered inoperative. (Further on, we
will see that Paul uses a specific term to signify this deactivation, ren-
dering ineffective.) In this fashion, #/éss is laid open to its true use. This
is the reason that the slave, as defined by Paul, is invested with a mes-



The Second Day 29

sianic vocation through the extraordinary hapax: Ayper doulos, “super-
slave, slave to the second power.”

In his footnote on the meaning of the term 4/zsis in Paul, Weber
is forced to take into account a passage by
Dionysius of Halicarnassus, a passage that in ~ K/ésis and Class
his eyes constitutes the only text in Greek lit-
erature where klésis “corresponds at least approximately to the
Latin ‘status’ and our ‘Stand’ (in German)” (Weber, 57). In this
passage, Dionysius derives the Latin word c/assis from the Greek
term Alésis, which indicates that part of the citizenry called to arms
(klaseis kata tas Hellenikas kleseis paranomasantos). Even though
modern philologists doubt this etymology, what interests us is that
it allows us to relate messianic 4/zsis to a key concept in Marxian
thought. It has of ten been noted that Marx was the first to substi-
tute the Gallicism Klasse for the more common Stand (the term
that Hegel would still habitually use in his political philosophy).
That this substitution has a strategic function for Marx is proven
in the fact that Hegelian doctrine of Stinde is already under scruti-
ny in his “Critique of the Hegelian Concept of the State”
(1841—42). While the Marxian use of the term is not always con-
sistent, what is certain is that Marx invests the concept of “class”
with a meaning that goes beyond his critique of Hegelian philos-
ophy to designate the great transformation introduced into the
political fabric by the domination of the bourgeoisie. In fact, the
bourgeoisie represents the dissolution of all Szinde; it is radically
Klasse and no longer Stand: “the bourgeois revolution undermined
all Stand and its privileges”; “By the mere fact that it is a c/ass and
no longer an estate [Stand], the bourgeoisie... ” (Marx and
Engels, 5: 90). So long as the system of the Stand remains intact,
what cannot be brought to light is the split produced by the divi-
sion of labor between the personal life of each individual and the
life of that same individual inasmuch as it is subsumed to a certain
condition of labor and the profession:

In the Stand (and even more in the tribe) this is as yet concealed: for
instance, a nobleman always remains a nobleman, a rozurier [common-
er] always a roturier, a quality inseparable from his individuality irre-
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spective of his other relations. The difference between the private indi-
vidual and the class individual, the accidental nature of the conditions
of life for the individual, appears only with the emergence of the class,
which is itself a product of the bourgeoisie. (Marx and Engels, s5: 78)

Class therefore represents the split between the individual and
his social figure, for his social figure is divested of the meaning
Stand covered it up with, now revealing itself as mere accident
(Zufilligkeir). The class, the proletariat, incarnates this split in itself
and lays bare, as it were, the contingency of each and every figure
and social condition; nevertheless, it alone is capable of abolishing
this division and of emancipating itself along with society as a
whole. It is helpful here to reread the famous passage in the
“Contribution to the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right” in
which Marx presents the redemptive function of the proletariat:

Where, then, is the positive possibility of a German emancipation?
Answer: In the formation of a class with radical chains, a class of civil
society which is not a class of civil society, an estate [Szand] which is the
dissolution of all estates [Szinde], a sphere which has a universal charac-
ter by its universal suffering and claims no particular right because no
particular wrong but wrong generally [das Unrecht schlechtin] is perpe-
trated against it; which can no longer invoke a historical but only a
human title; which does not stand in any one-sided antithesis to the
consequences but in an all-round antithesis to the premises of the
German state; a sphere, finally, which cannot emancipate itself without
emancipating itself from all other spheres of society and thereby eman-
cipating all other spheres of society, which, in a word, is the complete loss
of man [der villige Verlust des Menschen] and hence can win itself only
through the complete rewinning of man. This dissolution of society as
a particular estate [Szand] is the proletariat. (Marx and Engels, 3: 186)

Benjamin’s thesis, that the Marxian concept of a “classless society”
is a secularization of the idea of messianic time, is obviously per-
tinent to us here. We will therefore attempt to take Dionysius’s
etymology seriously for a short moment in bringing together the
function of messianic 4/ésis for Paul with the function of class for
Marx. Just as class represents the dissolution of all ranks and the
emergence of a split between the individual and his own social
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condition, so too does messianic 4/ésis signify the hollowing out
and nullification of all juridical-factical conditions through the
form of the as nor. From this perspective, the semantic indetermi-
nacy between klésis calling and Alésis- Beruf (which so preoccupied
Weber) can be read in terms of the arbitrariness marking each
social condition for the messianic and for Marx’s proletariat. The
ekklesia, inasmuch as it is a community of messianic A/eseis—that
is, inasmuch as it has become aware of this arbitrariness and lives
under the form of the as nor and usage—permits more than just
one analogy with the Marxian proletariat. Just as he who is called
is crucified with the Messiah and dies to the old world (Rom. 6:6)
in order to be resuscitated to a new life (Rom. 8:11), so too is the
proletariat only able to liberate itself through autosuppression.
The “complete loss” of man coincides with his complete redemp-
tion. (From this perspective, the fact that the proletariat ends up
being identified over time with a determinate social class—the
working class that claims prerogatives and rights for itself—is the
worst misunderstanding of Marxian thought. What for Marx
served as a strategic identification—the working class as /ésis and
as historical figure contingent on the proletariat—becomes, to the
opposite end, a true and proper substantial social identity that
necessarily ends in losing its revolutionary vocation.)

Marx’s secularization of the messianic seems to me to be accu-
rate and precise, up to this point. But can we really speak of a
“society without Aléseis” in Paul, in the same way that Marx speaks
of a “classless society?” This is a legitimate question, for, if it is true
that factical kleseis abide as such (“Let every man abide”), then
they are nevertheless null and void of meaning (“Circumcision is
nothing, and the foreskin is nothing”; “he that is called in the
Lord, being a slave, is the Lord’s freeman”). Several answers to this
question are, of course, possible. Two are actually prefigured in
Stirner’s opposition between revolt (Empirung) and revolution
(Revolution), and by Marx’s vast critique of Stirner in The German
Ideology. According to Stirner (or at least in Marx’s presentation of
Stirner’s thought), revolution consists in “a transformation of the
existing condition [Zustand], or status, of the state or society;
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hence it is a political or socialact” that has the creation of new insti-
tutions as its goal. Revolt, however, is “an uprising of individu-
als. .. without regard for the institutions that develop out of
it. ... It is not a struggle against what exists, for if it prospers what
exists will collapse of itself; it is only the setting free of me from
what exists” (Marx and Engels, 5: 377). Commenting on these
affirmations, Marx cites a passage from George Kuhlmann’s book,
which has an unmistakenly messianic title, 7he New World: or, The
Kingdom of the Spirit upon Earth: “Ye shall not tear down nor
destroy that which ye find in your path, ye shall rather go out of
your way to avoid it and pass by it. And when ye have avoided it
and passed it by, then it shall cease to exist of itself, for it shall find
no other nourishment” (Marx and Engels, 5: 539). While Marx
succeeds in ridiculing Stirner’s theses, they still represent one pos-
sible interpretation, an interpretation which we will call the ethi-
cal-anarchic interpretation of the Pauline as noz. The other inter-
pretation, Marx’s, which does not distinguish revolt from revolu-
tion, a political act from individual and egoistic need, runs into a
problem that is expressed by the aporia of the party, in the party’s
being identical to class while simultaneously differing from it.
(This means that the Communist Party is not distinguishable from
the working class, except to the extent that it manages to grasp the
totality of the historical course of the working class.) If political
action (revolution) coincides perfectly with the egoistic act of the
singular individual (revolt), then why is something like a party -
even necessary? Lukdcs’s response to this problem in History and
Class Consciousness is well known: the problem of organization is
the problem of “class consciousness,” for which the party is simul-
taneously the universal bearer and catalyst. But in the end, this
amounts to affirming that party is distinct from class, like con-
sciousness from man, with all the aporias implied. (As an Averoist
aporia, the party becomes something like the intellectual agent of
medieval philosophers, which has to carry over into actuality the
potentiality of mens’ intellect. As a Hegelian aporia, it is expressed
in the question: what is consciousness, if to it is attributed the
magical power to transform reality . . . in itself?) That Lukdcs ends
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on this basis, by making “right theory” the decisive criterion for a
definition of the party, once again demonstrates the proximity
between the crux of this problem and that of messianic k/esis. In
the same way, once the ekklésia, the community of messianic voca-
tions, wishes to impart to itself an organization distinct from the
community while pretending to coincide with it, the problem of
correct doctrine and infallibility (that is, the problem of dogma)
becomes crucial.

A third interpretation is also possible. This is the anarchic-
nihilistic interpretation attempted by Taubes in Benjamin’s steps,
which plays on the absolute indiscernability between revolt and
revolution, worldly £/ésis and messianic 4/zsis. One consequence of
this is the impossibility of distinguishing something like an aware-
ness of the vocation from the movement of its tension and revo-
cation in the as noz. This interpretation has Paul’s explicit affirma-
tion on its side, when Paul says that he does not recall seizing hold
of himself, but only of being seized, and from this being seized,
straining forward toward A/esis (Phil. 3:12-13). In this instance,
vocation coincides with the movement of the calling toward itself.
As you can see, many interpretations are possible, none of which,
may be correct. The only interpretation that is in no way possible
is the one put forth by the Church, based on Romans 13:1, which
states that there is no authority except from God, and that you
should therefore work, obey, and not question your given place in
society. What happens to the s 7oz in all of this? Doesn’t the mes-
sianic vocation become reduced to a sort of mental reserve, or, in
the best of cases, to a kind of Marranism ante litteram?

¢ In the early 1920s, in a course entitled “Introduction to the

Phenomenology of Religion,” Heidegger read Paul and briefly com-
mented on the passage 1 Corinthians 7:20-31, which concerns k/ésis and
the has me. According to Heidegger, what is essential in Paul is not
dogma or theory, but factical experience, the way worldly relations are
lived (Vollzug, the carrying out, the way of living). For Paul, this way of
living is determined through the has me:

What is now at stake is a new fundamental comportment in regard to
the hos me. This comportment has to be explicated according to the
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structure of how it is carried out [vollzugsmissig]. Whatever the mean-
ing of real life, though this meaning is actual, it is lived has me, as if not
(als 0b nicht). . . . Noteworthy is 1 Corinthians 7:20. A person should
remain in the calling he is in, the genesthai is a menein. . . . Here, a par-
ticular context of meaning is indicated: the relations to the surrounding
environment do not receive their meaning from the significance of the
content toward which they are directed, but rather the reverse, from this
original carrying-out (Vollzug), the relation and the meaning oflived sig-
nificance is determined. Schematically said: something remains
unchanged but is radically changed nevertheless. ... That which is
changed is not the meaning of the relation and even less so its content.
Thus, the Christian does not leave the world. If someone is called to be
aslave he should not fall into the tendency of believing that an increase
of his freedom could gain anything for his being. The slave should
remain a slave. It makes no difference what worldly significance he
might hold. The slave as a Christian is free of all bonds, as a Christian
the freeman will become a slave before God. ... These directions of
meaning, toward the surrounding world, toward one’s calling, and
toward that which one is, in no way determine the facticity of the
Christian. Nevertheless, these relations are there, they are maintained,
and thus first appropriated [zugeeigner] in an authentic manner.
(Heidegger 1995, 117-19)

This passage is important because in it we find more than just a simple
anticipation of what would become in Being and Time the dialectic of
the proper (Eigentlichkeit) and the improper (Uneigentlichkeir). What is
essential to this dialectic is that the proper and the authentic are not
“something which floats above falling everydayness; existentially, it is
only a modified way in which such everydayness is seized upon”
(Heidegger 1962, 224). This means that the authentic does not have any
other content than the inauthentic. It is through his reading of the
Pauline hos me that Heidegger seems to first develop his idea of the
appropriation of the improper as the determining trait of human exis-
tence. The Christian way of life is in fact not determined by worldly
relations or by their content, but by the way, and only by the way, in
which they are lived and are appropriated in their very impropriety.
Nonetheless, for Paul, what is at stake is not appropriation, but use, and
the messianic subject is not only noz defined by propriety, but he is also
unable to seize hold of himself as a whole, whether in the form of an
authentic decision or in Being-toward-death.
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Adorno ends Minima Moralia with an aphorism, in the form of
a seal that bears the messianic title Zum Ende, ‘Finale.” In
it, philosophy is defined as follows: “The only philosophy As If
which can be responsibly practiced in face of despair is the
attempt to contemplate all things as they would present them-
selves from the standpoint of redemption” (Adorno, 247). Taubes
noted that when this text, which he found “wonderful, but final-
ly empty” (Taubes, 74), is compared with Benjamin and Karl
Barth, it shows itself to be nothing other than an aestheticization
of the messianic in the form of the as if. This is why, Taubes adds,
the aphorism concludes with the thesis, “The question of reality
or unreality of redemption becomes almost an indifferent one.” I
have often questioned whether this accusation of an “aestheticiza-
tion of the messianic>—which implies the renunciation of
redemption in exchange for the appearance of redemption—is
justified, given that the author of Aesthetic Theory pushes his mis-
trust of beautiful appearances to the point of defining beauty as
der Bann iiber den Bann, “the spell over spells.” Whatever the out-
come, this point interests us for it allows us to bring into perspec-
tive the distance separating the Pauline s 7oz from every as 7f'and
from the als 06 in particular. Beginning with Kant, the als 06 rev-
eled in its overwhelming success in modern ethics. You are famil-
iar with Hans Vaihinger’s book The Philosophy of “As If” Even
though all the vices of Neo-Kantianism can already be found in it,
its main thesis on the centrality of fiction to modern culture—by
which he intends not only the sciences and philosophy but also
law and theology—is nevertheless right on the mark. Vaihinger
defines fiction (or the “fictive activity” of thought) as “the produc-
tion and use of logical methods, which, with the help of accesso-
ry concepts—where the improbability of any corresponding
objective is fairly obvious—seek to attain the objects of thought”
(Vaihinger, 17). The problem that concerns us is, of course, the
status of being of this “fiction,” for which language is itself, so to
speak, the:férthétype. It would be asking too much, however, to
expect Vaihiﬁ‘ggfx to raise this issue. His reconstruction of the
importance of fiction—which one should not confuse with a
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hypothesis'—in modern science is also of interest. But what truly
fails is the way in which he attempts to resolve the a/s 06 with prac-
tical reason and the Kantian conception of the idea with the focus
imaginarius by means of a kind of glorification of Pharisaism.
With a glaring absence of tact, Vaihinger flattens out Kant into the
likes of Friedrich Karl Forberg. Forberg was a mediocre theologian
to whom Vaihinger attributes the invention of a “religion of As-
if,” which supposedly has the merit of clearly presenting “at least
in its basic principles, Kants As-if doctrine” (Vaihinger, 321).
Unfortunately, Forberg is the inventor ante litteram of the social-
democratic theory of the ideal as infinite progress. This theory will
be the very target of Benjamin’s critique in his Theses on the

Philosophy of History. Listen to why:

The kingdom of truth will almost certainly never come, and in the final
aim set before itself by the republic of scholars will, in all likelihood,
never be attained. Nevertheless, the unquenchable interest in truth that
burns in the breast of every thinking man will démand, for all eternity,
that he should combat error with all his power and spread truth in every
direction, i.e. behave exactly as if error must some day be completely
extirpated and we might look forward to a time when truth will reign
undisputed sovereignty. This indeed is characteristic of a nature like that
of man, designed to be forever approximating to unattainable ideals. . . .
It is true that in all this you cannot scientifically demonstrate that it
must be so. Enough that your heart bids you act as #f it were so.
(Vaihinger, 322)

There are still people today—although really only a small group,
who seem to have almost become respectable these days—who are
convinced that one can reduce ethics and religion to acting as if
God, the kingdom, truth, and so on existed. At the same time, the

as if has become a highly popular nosological figure verging on a
common condition. All of the people whose cases cannot be clear-

ly ascribed to psychoses or neuroses are called as if personalities, or
borderline personalities, because their “problem” consists-in-the—-
fact that they have no problem, so to speak. They live as if they

were normal, as if the reign of normality existed, as if there were
- > e T -
no problem” (this is the idiotic formula that they learn to repeat
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on every occasion), and this alone constitutes the origin of their
discomfort, their particular sensation of emptiness.

The fact remains that the question of the s if is infinitely more
serious than Vaihinger imagines it to be. Eight years before
Vaihinger’s book, the far more interesting author Jules de Gaultier
published his masterpiece Bovarysm, in which the problem of fic-
tion is restored to the rank to which it is due, that is, to the level
of the ontological. According to Gaultier, the “faculty of believing
one is different from what one is,” which constitutes the essence
of man, the essence of the animal who has no essence, is shown in
Flaubert’s characters in a pathological way. Because he is not any-
thing in himself, man can only be if he acts as if he were different
from what he is (or what he is not). Gaultier was an avid reader of
Nietzsche and understood that every nihilism implied an as if;
making the problem lie in the way in which one dwells in the as
if The Nietzschean overcoming of nihilism has to contend with
this fundamental Bovarysm and know how to correctly seize hold
of it (hence the problem of the artist in Nietzsche).

Let us turn now to Adorno and to Taubes’s plaint that accuses
him of an aestheticization of the messianic. Were I to assume the
role of the accused in this trial, I would proceed by reading the
final aphorism of Minima Moralia with the beginning of Negative
Dinlectics: “philosophy lives on because the moment to realize it
was missed.” The fact of having missed the moment of its realiza-
tion is what obliges philosophy to indefinitely contemplate the
appearance of redemption. Aesthetic beauty is the chastisement,
so to speak, of philosophy’s having missed its moment. Only in
this vein may we truly speak of an /s 04 in Adorno. This is why
aesthetic beauty cannot be anything more than the spell over
spells. There is no satisfaction in it, for the as if is the condemna-
tion that the philosopher has already inflicted on himself.

At a certain point in his work, Benjamin Whorf, a linguist
acutely aware of the way structures of language
determine structures of thought, speaks of a spe-  Impotential
cial verbal category of the Hopi language, which
he defines as the category of “impotential.” This modal category is
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particularly difficult to express in the languages Whorf calls SAE
languages (Standard Average European languages) and corre-
sponds to a kind of “teleological ineffectiveness” (Whorf, 121). “If
a Hopi is reporting on a train of events in which a man ran away
from his pursuers but was eventually captured by them, he will use
the impotential, and say #4’ga aswa.ya ‘the man ran away’ (imply-
ing that ‘ran away’ cannot here be held to mean ‘escaped’). If the
man ran away and escaped, the statement would be simply 7. ga
wa.ya” (Whotf, 122).

The whole of Adorno’s philosophy is written according to
impotential meaning that the s ifcan only be taken as a warning
signal at the heart of this intimate modality of his thought.
Philosophy had been realizing itself, but the moment of its real-
ization was missed. This omission is at one and the same time
absolutely contingent and absolutely irreparable, thus impoten-
tial. Redemption is, consequently, only a “point of view.” Adorno
could never even conceive of restoring possibility to the fallen,
unlike Paul, for whom “power [ porenzal is actualized in weakness”
(2 Cor. 12:9). Despite appearances, negative dialectics is an
absolutely non-messianic form of thought, closer to the emotion-
al tonality of Jean Améry than that of Benjamin.

You are familiar with the wicked joke Duns Scotus borrows
from Avicenna to prove contingency: “Those who deny con-
tingency should be tortured until they admit that they could
also have not been tortured.” Jean Améry endured this terrible
proof, forced to acknowledge the senseless cruelty of contin-
gency. From that moment on, what happened was absolutely
irreparable and resentment the only suitable emotional
response. In his extraordinary testimony Awu-dela de la faute ex
de [lexpiation (Beyond Guilt and Atonement)—the title of
which demonstrates a kind of ethical justification of resent-
ment that finds a parallel in the subtitle of Minima Moralia,
“Reflections from Damaged Life [beschidigten Leben],” like-
wise betraying something akin to resentment—Améry
explains how the poems he had memorized by Hélderlin lost
their ability to save and transcend the world. The “spell on
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spells” may even aptly describe poetry; for Améry and Adorno,
all gestures that could claim to lift the spell are absent.

Is there something like a messianic modality that would allow us
to define its specificity in relation to Adorno’s impo-
tential and Améry’s resentment? This modality, Exigency
which is rarely ever thematized as such in the history
of philosophy, is exigency. So essential to philosophy, it could even
be said to make it coincide with the possibility of philosophy itself.
Let us attempt to inscribe this concept into the table of modal cat-
egories alongside possibility, impossibility, necessity, and contin-
gency. In the essay written in his youth on Dostoevsky’s /diot,
Benjamin says that the life of Prince Mishkin must remain unfor-
gettable, even if no one remembers it. This is exigency. Exigency
does not forget, nor does it try to exorcise contingency. On the
contrary, it says: even though this life has been completely forgot-
ten, there is an exigency that it remain unforgettable.

In “Primary Truths” (De veritatibus primis), Leibniz defines the
relation between possibility and reality as follows: omne possibile
exigit existere, every possibility demands [esige] to exist, to become
real. Despite an unconditional respect for Leibniz, I do not think
that this formulation is correct. In order to define what is truly an
exigency, we should invert the formulation .and write: omne exis-
tens exigit possibilitatem suam, each existent demands [esige] its
proper possibility, it demands that it become possible. Exigency
consists in a relation between what is or has been, and its possi-
bility. It does not precede reality; rather, it follows it.

I imagine Benjamin had something like this in mind when,
referring to the life of the idiot, he spoke
of the exigency to remain unforgettable. ~ The Unforgettable
This does not simply mean that some-
thing forgotten should now reappear in our memory and be
remembered. Exigency does not properly concern that which has
not been remembered; it concerns that which remains unforget-
table. It refers to all in individual or collective life that is forgot-
ten with each instant and to the infinite mass that will be forgot-
ten by both. Despite the efforts of historians, scribes, and all sorts
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of archivists, the quantity of what is irretrievably lost in the his-
tory of society and in the history of individuals is infinitely greater
than what can be stored in the archives of memory. In every
instant, the measure of forgetting and ruin, the ontological squan-
dering that we bear within ourselves far exceeds the piety of our
memories and consciences. But the shapeless chaos of the forgot-
ten is neither inert nor ineffective. To the contrary, it is at work
within us with a force equal to that of the mass of conscious mem-
ories, but in a different way. Forgetting has a force and a way of
operating that cannot be measured in the same terms as those of
conscious memory, nor can it be accumulated like knowledge. Its
persistence determines the status of all knowledge and under-
standing. The exigency of the lost does not entail being remem-
bered and commemorated; rather, it entails remaining in us and
with us as forgotten, and in this way and only in this way, remain-
ing unforgettable.

From this stems the inadequacy in trying to restore to memory
what is forgotten by inscribing it in the archives and monuments
of history, or in trying to construct another tradition and history,
of the oppressed and the defeated. While their history may be
written with different tools than that of the dominant classes, it
will never substantially differ from it. In trying to work against
this confusion, one should remember that the tradition of the
unforgettable is not exactly-a tradition. It is what marks traditions
with either the seal of infamy or glory, sometimes both. That
which makes each history historical and each tradition transmissi-
ble is the unforgettable nucleus that both bear within themselves
at their core. The alternatives at this juncture are therefore not to
forget or remember, to be unaware or become conscious, but
rather, the determining factor is the capacity to remain faithful to
that which having perpetually been forgotten, must remain unfor-
gettable. It demands [esige] to remain with us and be possible for
us in some manner. To respond to this exigency is the only histor-
ical responsibility I feel capable of assuming fully. If, however, we
refuse to respond, and if, on both the collective and individual lev-
els, we forgo each and every relation to the mass of the forgotten
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that accompanies us like a silent golem, then it will reappear with-
in us in a destructive and perverse way, in the form Freud called
the return of the repressed, that is, as the return of the impossible
as such. g

What does all of this have to do with Paul? For Paul, the
redemption of what has been is the place of an exigency for the
messianic. This place does not involve a point of view from which
we could see a world in which redemption had taken place. The
coming of the Messiah means that all things, even the subjects
who contemplate it, are caught up in the as noz, called and revoked
at one and the same time. No subject could watch it or act as if at
a given point. The messianic vocation dislocates and, above all,
nullifies the entire subject. This is the meaning of Galatians 2:20,
“It is no longer I that live [26 ouketi egd], but the Messiah living in
me.” He lives in him precisely as the “no longer I,” that dead body
of sin we bear within ourselves which is given life through the spir-
it in the Messiah (Rom. 8:11). The whole of creation was subject-
ed to caducity (mataiotes), the futility of what is lost and decays,
but this is why it groans as it awaits redemption (Rom. 8:20-22).
The thing in the spirit to correspond with this creature’s continu-
ously lost lament is not a well-formed discourse able to calculate
and register loss, but “unspeakable groanings” (stenagmois alalerois)
(Rom. 8:26). This is why the one who upholds faith in what is lost
cannot believe in any identity or worldly k/ésis. The as not is by no
means a fiction in the sense intended by Vaihinger or Forberg. It
has nothing to do with an ideal. The assimilation to what has been
lost and forgotten is absolute: “We are made as the filth of the
world, the offscouring of all things” (1 Cor. 4:13). Pauline Alésis is
a theory of the interrelation between the messianic and the sub-
ject, a theory that settles its differences once and for all with pre-
sumed identities and ensuing properties. In this sense, that which
is not (¢a mé onta) is stronger than that which is.

Karl Barth’s thesis that there is no place for the s if in the mes-
sianic except when “hope is the Aufhebung of the as if;” and that
“we now truly see. .. that which we nevertheless do not see”
(Barth, 298), is substantially correct, even if it lags behind Pauline
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exigency. Just as Kafka intuited in his extraordinary parable on
parables (“Von den Gleichnissen”), the messianic is the simultane-
ous abolition and realization of the as #f, and the subject wishing
to indefinitely maintain himself in similitude (in the as if), while
contemplating his ruin, simply loses the wager. He who upholds
himself in the messianic vocation no longer knows the s 7f, he no
longer has similitudes at his disposal. He knows that in messianic
time the saved world coincides with the world that is irretrievably
lost, and that, to use Bonhoeffer’s words, he must now really live
in a world without God. This means that he may not disguise this
world’s being-without-God in any way. The saving God is the
God who abandons him, and the fact of representations (the fact
of the as if)) cannot pretend to save the appearance of salvation.
The messianic subject does not contemplate the world as though
it were saved. In Benjamin’s words, he contemplates salvation only
to the extent that he loses himself in what cannot be saved; this is
how difficult it is to dwell in the calling.

(®) The term parable comes from the Greek parabole (Luther’s transla-

tion is Gleichnis). This term serves such an
Parable and Kingdom important function in the Gospels in its

referring to Jesus’ discourse, inasmuch as he
“speaks in parables” (Matt. 13:10), that from it (through the Latin
parabolare) comes the verb “to speak” in Romance languages (meaning
Provengal, French, and Italian; the Spanish hablar comes from fabulari).
The Hebrew precedent is mashal, meaning “comparison, proverb.” An
implicit link between the structure of parable and the messianic king-
dom is already found in Matthew 13:18-19, where “the word of the king-
dom” (logos tes basileias) is what makes it necessary to speak in parables.
The parable of the sower explained in this passage treats the logos so that
the seed represents language itself (in the exegesis of Mark 4:13, “He that
soweth, soweth the /ogos”). In the series of parables that follow, the mes-
sianic kingdom is compared to a field in which good seed and weeds are
sown together; to a grain of mustard; to yeast; to treasure hidden in a
field; to a merchant in search of a pearl; to a net cast to the water. On
this subject Eberhard Jiingel observed that “the kingdom of God comes
into language in the parable as a parable” (Jiingel, 295), so that both the
difference and closeness between the kingdom of God and this world
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become exposed together. In the parable, the difference between the
signum and res significa thus tends to annul itself without completely dis-
appearing. In this sense, we can say that like the parable of the sower in
Matthew, messianic parables are always parables on language, that is, on
the representation of the kingdom in which not only are the kingdom
and the terms of the parable placed next to one another (parz-6allo), but
the discourse on the kingdom and the kingdom itself is also placed side
by side, so that the understanding of the parable coincides with the /ogos
tes basileias. In the messianic parable signum and res significa approxi-
mate each other because language itself is what is signified. This is
undoubtedly the meaning—and unavoidable ambiguity—of Kafka’s
parable and of every parable in general. If what has to happen in the
parable is a passage beyond language, and if, according to Kafka, this is
only possible by becoming language (“if you only followed the parables,
you yourselves would become parables”), then everything hangs on the
moment and manner in which the s becomes abolished.

From this perspective, what is decisive is that Paul rarely ever uses para-
bles in the technical sense, and that, as we have just seen, the as nor
defining Paul’s messianic 4/gsis does not compare two distinct terms but
puts each being and each term in a tension with itself. The messianic
event, which, for Paul, has already happened with the resurrection, does
not express itself as a parable in a parable, but is present en 15 nun kairs,
as the revocation of every worldly condition, réleased from itself to allow
for its use.
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Aphaorismenos

Apharismenos is the past participle of aphorizo and means “sep-
arated.” Jerome translates it as segregatus. This term is clearly an
important one for Paul given that, already in the Letter to the
Galatians, he uses a form of this verb to characterize his vocation:
“he who separated me from the womb of my mother, and having
called me through his grace” (Gal. 1:15). This term nevertheless-
points to an unavoidable problem: how is it possible that Paul,
who proclaims universalism and announces the messianic end of
all separation between Jews and pagans, refers to himself as one
who is “separated™ In Ephesians 2:14—15, Paul says, word for word,
that the Messiah “has made both one and has broken down the
wall of separation [fo mesotoichon tou phragmou).” This phrase is
powerful, for it puts a fundamental point of Judaism into ques-
ti