
[image: image]


Heidegger and Theology


PHILOSOPHY AND THEOLOGY SERIES

Other titles in the Philosophy and Theology series include:

Adorno and Theology, Christopher Craig Brittain

Badiou and Theology, Frederiek Depoortere

Derrida and Theology, Steven Shakespeare

Foucault and Theology, Jonathan Tran

Girard and Theology, Michael Kirwan

Habermas and Theology, Maureen Junker-Kenny

Hegel and Theology, Martin J. De Nys

Kant and Theology, Pamela Sue Anderson and Jordan Bell

Kierkegaard and Theology, Murray Rae

Levinas and Theology, Nigel Zimmerman

Merleau-Ponty and Theology, Christopher Ben Simpson

Nietzsche and Theology, Craig Hovey

Simone Weil and Theology, A. Rebecca Rozelle-Stone

Vattimo and Theology, Thomas G. Guarino

Wittgenstein and Theology, Tim Labron

Žižek and Theology, Adam Kotsko


Heidegger and Theology

Judith Wolfe

[image: logo]


CONTENTS

Note on the text

Abbreviations

Introduction

1 Heidegger’s Catholicism (1889–1915)

2 Heidegger’s Protestantism (1916–1921)

3 The emancipation of philosophy (1921–1929)

4 Theology in Being and Time

5 Heidegger between Hitler and Hölderlin (1930–1935)

6 The later Heidegger (1935 and beyond)

7 Heidegger among theologians

8 Heidegger in theology

Bibliography

Index


NOTE ON THE TEXT

All translations are my own unless otherwise indicated, and endnote references are to original-language editions. Where English translations exist, they appear in the Bibliography immediately beneath the main, original-language entry.

All biblical quotations are from the New Revised Standard Version unless otherwise noted.

I am grateful to the Wingate Foundation for a grant facilitating the research of Chapters 4–6, and to Oxford University Press for permitting the use of some material previously presented in my monograph Heidegger’s Eschatology: Theological Horizons in Martin Heidegger’s Early Thought (Oxford University Press, 2013).
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Introduction

Heidegger’s relationship to theology is both complex and wide-ranging. A cradle Catholic originally intended for the priesthood, Heidegger’s studies in philosophy led him to turn first to Protestantism and then to a resolutely a-theistic philosophical method, before returning, in later life, to a renewed engagement with his Catholic origins, guided by the conviction that ‘one’s origin always remains one’s future’. Throughout his career, Heidegger’s writings remained deeply indebted to theological themes and sources, and the question whether he has ‘overcome’ traditional theology or remains inadequate to it has been a subject of contention ever since his own day.

This book offers theologians and philosophers alike a clear and nuanced account of the sources, directions and interdisciplinary potential of this debate. It recounts Heidegger’s own theological-philosophical path (often with reference to manuscripts only recently made available in German) and analyses the role of theology in his major writings, including his lectures during the Nazi era. It reviews the reception of Heidegger’s thought both by theologians of his own day and by those of recent times, offering suggestions for theology’s possible future engagement with Heidegger’s work throughout.

The first six chapters of the book chart and analyse Heidegger’s life-long engagement with theology, theorizing from a position of empirical strength established by the use of newly available German texts both of Heidegger’s own writings and of other archival material, contextualized within the church-political and theological debates of his university career. In the years 1909–15, Heidegger, originally immersed in an anti-Modernist Roman Catholic milieu, gradually dissociated himself from post-Vatican I Catholicism against the background of his growing sense of the importance of philosophical questions ‘as questions’. By this he chiefly meant two things: one, the epistemological questions about metaphysics posed first by Kant and now by Husserlian phenomenology; and two, the problem of ‘historicity’ for an understanding both of individual human existence (as inherently temporal) and of Christianity (as a historically situated and developing religion). Searching for a theological method capable of doing justice to lived experience rather than remaining entrenched in a statically conceived philosophia perennis, Heidegger, after 1915, began to develop a synthesis of Schleiermacher’s and the medieval mystics’ ‘proto-phenomenology’ with an emphasis on the basic religious experience of affliction – suffering our own finitude – which he found in the early Luther, Friedrich Hölderlin, Fyodor Dostoevsky, Søren Kierkegaard and Franz Overbeck.

These concerns converged on a re-appropriation of early Christian eschatology in Heidegger’s thought of the early 1920s, within the context of similar but competing appropriations by other theological thinkers of the time, especially Karl Barth and Eduard Thurneysen. Following a dominant interpretation in early-twentieth-century Protestant scholarship, Heidegger posited, in the early 1920s, a profound irreconcilability of earliest (‘authentic’) Christian experience – centrally characterized by eschatological expectation – on the one hand, and the subsequent development – when this expectation failed to materialize – of a Christian ‘philosophy’ on the other. Building on his phenomenological analysis of affliction with our own finitude as the basic religious experience, Heidegger now found in early Christian eschatological expectation an instantiation par excellence of authentic religious existence. His description of this expectant restlessness, however, is fundamentally at odds with its original Christian context, for Heidegger’s commitment to a phenomenological description of the human situation – that is, a description of that situation solely from within – leads him to divorce the ‘existential’ experience of expectation from its (from this perspective merely ‘existentiell’ or derivatively postulated) object, the ‘blessed hope’ of the coming Kingdom of God. As a consequence, that hope no longer appears as constitutive of, but rather as fundamentally inimical to ‘eschatological’ unrest as Heidegger understands it, because it projects an end to that unrest, and so a cancellation of the nexus of authentic existence.

Against the Christian vision, Heidegger thus developed, in the mid-1920s, an eschatology without eschaton that found paradigmatic expression in his account of being-unto-death, and underlay both his critique of theology (‘Phenomenology and Theology’, 1927) and his re-conception of metaphysics (‘What is Metaphysics?’, 1929). On this account, one’s own being is, at the deepest level, a question for each person. This question cannot be answered or resolved in any traditional sense, because the consummation of human existence – death – is at the same time its negation. Authentic existence is the resolute anticipation of this perpetual, inavertible and inescapably personal possibility – it is being-unto-death.

The years following the composition of Being and Time and Heidegger’s return to Freiburg as Chair in Philosophy and, briefly, university rector, are notoriously difficult for an interpretation of Heidegger’s path as a whole: His brief but enthusiastic embrace of Nazism and adulation for Hitler threaten to compromise both his preceding and his subsequent philosophical thought. I propose a reading of Heidegger’s year-long participation in the Nazis’ programme of university reform as a serious misstep motivated by a vision for spiritual reform which he briefly believed to be shared by the National Socialist movement, but soon discovered to be fundamentally incompatible with their ‘blood and soil’ ideology. This spiritual reform was to be rooted in a Hölderlinian vision of the ‘god to come’ answering to Heidegger’s aspiration (already signalled in the final paragraphs of Being and Time) to formulate a collective or national counterpart to the individual ‘eschatology without eschaton’ of his early work. In the late 1930s and 1940s, this collective eschatology became increasingly resolutely a-political, and Hölderlin not a harbinger of Hitler but a prophet of the unknown ‘last god’.

The 1930s also marked, for Heidegger, a period of institutional strife with the Catholic Church (which had imposed a church-controlled Chair on the Philosophy Faculty) and personal struggle with the faith of his youth. He emerged from these conflicts with a new appreciation for the value of alienation from one’s own inalienable roots: only through such personal experience, Heidegger thought, could the uprootedness or ‘godforsakenness’ of the present age be adequately felt and thus expressed. Heidegger’s late work is, among other things, an attempt to valorize this ‘godforsakenness’ philosophically, rejecting the damaging, falsely claimed god’s-eye-view of a world-enframing metaphysics in favour of an attitude of a calm receptivity to the world and to the potential inbreaking of a yet-unknown ‘god’.

The last two chapters of this book turn to theological engagements with Heidegger, first among those who knew him and then by readers of his work to the present day. Heidegger maintained a close and life-long friendship with Rudolf Bultmann, but had strained interactions, both direct and indirect, with the other members of ‘dialectical theology’, which acted as catalysts for some of the most acute theological disagreements within that movement. Later in life, he also developed friendships with some of his younger Catholic colleagues, especially Max Müller and Bernhard Welte – friendships which modelled some of the approaches Heidegger himself regarded as most constructive in a theological engagement with his work.

If the penultimate chapter charts these personal interactions, the final chapter aims to provide an intellectual genealogy and map of the subsequent theological reception of Heidegger. I discuss the two main lines of criticism – which may be described as the Barthian and the neo-Thomist critique – before turning to the range of attempts to make Heidegger’s work fruitful for theology. These are presented within the heuristic categories ‘Existential Theology’ (represented here by Rudolf Bultmann, Paul Tillich and John Macquarrie), ‘Phenomenology and Thomism’ (represented here by Karl Rahner and Edith Stein) and ‘Post-Metaphysical Theology’ (represented here in English by John Caputo and Merold Westphal, and in French by Jean-Luc Marion). I situate each vis-à-vis Heidegger’s own development of thought, provide references to important work in the area, and then usually follow out a particular argument or strand of engagement, with the aim of showing some of the continuing potential of the relevant form of reception and whetting the reader’s appetite for further work.

This book is written for (at least) two distinct types of readership. For students of theology who would like to know more about Heidegger, or students of Heidegger first encountering his engagement with theology, it aims to serve as a reliable introduction to this complex relationship in both its biographical and intellectual dimensions, in Heidegger’s own life and work as well as its theological reception. For specialists in the field, it aims to offer fresh information, interpretations and perspectives, often drawing on newly available source material, much of which remains untranslated into English. In this capacity, the book also aims to rectify a range of prevailing misconceptions and stale half-truths that have become entrenched in English-language scholarship on Heidegger and theology. The book avoids polemics that are, or hopefully soon will be, unnecessary, but the knowing and interested reader will find many implicit disagreements made explicit in the endnotes.

This dual implied readership means that although this book aims to cover the full range of Heidegger’s engagement with theology, and theology’s engagement with him, it pays relatively more attention to less-well-known texts and connections than to those about which a large volume of literature already exists: thus, for example, Heidegger’s interactions with dialectical theology are treated in more detail than his reception by ‘post-metaphysical’ theologians, about which there is a large and ever-growing literature. Similarly, Heideggerian texts and testimonies that remain untranslated or hard to access – especially letters, manuscript notes and his earliest writings – are discussed more fully than the usual proof texts of theological discussions of Heidegger, for which particular aspects or lines of enquiry are highlighted, rather than basic summaries given. When this is the case, full bibliographies of extant secondary sources are provided in the endnotes.

A word about terminology and translation: Heidegger’s language is notoriously difficult to translate. Sometimes this is for the usual reason that makes all academic German a headache for translators, namely its almost boundless tolerance for compound nouns or denominal adjectives. This means that even a notoriously long (but, to native speakers, otherwise entirely innocuous) compound such as Donaudampfschifffahrtsgesellschaftskapitänskajüte can function with all the grammatical versatility of a single noun, while the English equivalent, ‘the cabin of a captain of the Danube Steamship Company’ is an unwieldy string of prepositions or possessives. This is bad enough in the nominal form; but Heidegger, like most German scholars, has a predilection for using such compounds as denominal adjectives. Thus, he talks not only about Seinsgeschichte (‘the history of being’) but also, indeed more frequently, about seinsgeschichtliche Entwicklungen (‘developments within the history of being’), seinsgeschichtliche Einsichten (‘insights pertaining to the history of being’), etc. The English translator must either render these by means of intolerably clumsy adjectival phrases, or create direct calques that are grammatically manoeuvrable but semantically impenetrable: No doubt we would all dearly like to follow the commentator’s advice, for example, to ‘keep in mind the being-historical-enowning insight into the flight of gods and its implications’ . . . if only we knew what he meant.1

However, what makes Heidegger not only predictably but also uniquely difficult to translate is that – partly owing to and partly fuelling his understanding of intellectual history – he sees it as one of his tasks as a philosopher to uncover again the intuitions and meanings already inherent in the German language or its source languages, and does so through a constant appeal to etymologies as well as the coinage of etymologizing neologisms. In his later work, Heidegger intensifies his idiosyncratic language use even further, because he comes to see language as, at its most authentic, evocative rather than denotative, and as aiming to lead us back to old-familiar truths rather than delineating new ones. All this means that Heidegger’s philosophical insights are often instrumentally (and, sometimes at least, arguably also logically) dependent on the origins of particular German terms. Because the relevant English terms do not usually have the same etymology – English ‘guilt’ does not have the economic provenance of German Schuld, and English ‘serenity’ is not, like German Gelassenheit, a nominal version of the passive voice of ‘to let be’ – this kind of etymological use is impossible to render into English in a natural way. Retention of the etymologies contained in Heidegger’s use is thus often purchased at the price of the word to which they were attached: monstrous calques like ‘enowning’ (for German Ereignis) and ‘releasement’ (for German Gelassenheit), designed to keep the German etymologies before the reader’s eyes, have made ‘Heideggerian’ a byword for ‘obscure’ in non-Heideggerian philosophical circles.

Positively viewed, however, this makes translation a natural testing ground for the cogency of Heidegger’s philosophy. It may be necessary to lose the insight (inherent, at its best, in Heidegger’s philosophical etymologies) that a certain philosophical truth is already contained in an everyday German word. Nor is this a minor loss: part of Heidegger’s argument, after all, is that we already have a pre-discursive (or rather, un-rationalized) understanding of being and its manifestations, and this is demonstrated in part by the words we already use every day, even if we are not always aware of the meanings embedded in them. Yet this claim, though by no means marginal, is to some extent subsidiary to the philosophical insights or claims themselves. And these insights ought, in principle, to be reconstructable even without the aid of etymology (even if etymology may first have set the philosopher on their trail).

It is in this sense that translation becomes a testing ground of the cogency of Heidegger’s philosophy. Sometimes, removing the crutch
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