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The Renunciation of God: Political Theology and Theological Resistance in Georges Bataille, 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, and Simone Weil 

 

Abstract 

Theorists of political theology and secularization have extensively analyzed interwar 

European texts describing modern Western politics—and specifically the crisis of fascism—as 

shaped by theological signs like sovereignty, glory, salvation, and the mystical body. What has 

received significantly less attention is that these same critics of political theology often called for 

or themselves experimented with new forms of theological writing, which they saw as 

indispensable in the struggle against fascism, and which emphasized vulnerability, finitude, and 

moral ambiguity. This dissertation returns to and rereads critiques of fascism’s political theology, 

focusing on the works of Georges Bataille, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, and Simone Weil, to read this 

disparate constellation of writers as making up a loose theological movement, one that pushed 

for a resignification of theology’s central signs and whose importance has yet to be reckoned by 

theology itself.  

I begin by with a survey of interwar antifascist writers who understood the crisis of 

fascism as a crisis internal to Christian theology, and who called for or themselves engaged in 

creative theological writing as a form of political resistance. I then narrow my focus to three key 

texts by three such writers: Georges Bataille’s Atheological Summa, a late sermon by Dietrich 

Bonhoeffer, and Simone Weil’s Waiting for God. I begin with Bataille, who offers the most 

direct critique of Christian theology’s complicity with authoritarian politics and gives the most 

explicit call for resignifying theology against fascism. Bataille’s “hatred of salvation” leads to 
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Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s baptismal sermon, which blames Christian complicity with Nazism on its 

will to self-preservation and calls for a new kind of Christianity that would renounce itself and 

welcome being transformed by its others. I then deepen this theology of renunciation by turning 

to Simone Weil, whose descriptions of God’s unwavering refusal of force gives rise to a 

theology that is as bleak and tragic as it is politically engaged and morally demanding. All three 

write the renunciation of God in both senses: at once writing their own renunciations of classical 

theology’s God, and resignifying God as in some sense the renunciation of theology’s traditional 

divine attributes. Throughout the dissertation, I weave these threads together into a theology of 

mourning that refuses the politics of purity, permanence, and power.  
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“What looks like politics, and imagines itself to be 
political, will one day unmask itself as a religious 
movement.” — Søren Kierkegaard, as quoted by 
Georges Bataille 
 
 
 
 
 
“Hark ye yet again—the little lower layer. All 
visible objects, man, are but as pasteboard masks. 
But in each event—in the living act, the undoubted 
deed—there, some unknown but still reasoning 
thing puts forth the mouldings of its features from 
behind the unreasoning mask. If man will strike, 
strike through the mask!” — Captain Ahab, as 
written by Herman Melville 
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Introduction 

This study traces and expands upon a controversial and disturbing argument made by a 

loose constellation of writers in the first half of the twentieth century: fascism is not a strictly 

political movement, but also a religious one; more specifically, fascism grew out of and 

continued to be shaped by Christian theology. To put it more provocatively, fascism is Christian. 

Writers with various relationships to Christianity—devout Christians, Nietzschean anti-Christs, 

Jewish philosophers, itinerant mystics—agreed on this one point, that fascism is a political 

manifestation of particular developments within Christian theology, and thus adequately 

critiquing and resisting it requires a resignification of Christian theological signs. A critical study 

of the history of Christian theology enabled these writers to understand fascism as political 

theology—the secularization of theological concepts like sovereignty, incarnation, salvation, or 

glory into the political. But they also engaged in theological writing as a means of resistance. By 

resignifying those same theological concepts, they sought to push Christian theology in a new 

direction, away from the divinization of force and eternity and towards an affirmation of finitude 

and frailty. Joshua Mauldin summarizes this approach: if fascism “is the product of a theological 

error, it can only be understood, critiqued, and resisted on theological terms.”1 Some twentieth-

century antifascists understood this task as a retrieval of an authentic Christianity that had at 

some point gone terribly wrong, while others saw themselves as breaking with Christianity and 

inaugurating a radically new kind of religious thinking. Either way, for this spread of writers, 

Christian theology was a site of political contestation. This dissertation is a study of that contest. 

But this is also a work of theology. I don’t regard these works of theological antifascism 

as merely strategic, as only using the enemy’s tool against them (though, as we’ll see, that’s how 

 
1 Joshua Mauldin, Barth, Bonhoeffer, and Modern Politics (Oxford University Press, 2021), 115, 
https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780198867517.001.0001. 
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some of their authors saw things). My wager is that the experimental theological writings 

undertaken by antifascist intellectuals in the first half of the twentieth century are genuinely 

theological texts, making interventions into theology that demand to be taken seriously by 

theology. When Georges Bataille writes crucifixion meditations that refuse salvation and 

emphasize Christ’s abjection and death, when W. E. B. Du Bois writes poems to a God who sobs 

and prays, when Walter Benjamin writes that the Messiah promises not the preservation of the 

world but its “eternal and total passing away,” these are theological claims that theology must 

wrestle with. That these texts are experimental, occasioned by political crisis, and written in the 

margins of theology make them more, not less, like those texts usually regarded as “properly” 

theological.2  

Before elaborating on this minor chorus of theological writers and situating my own 

approach within it, let me return to the claim animating this dissertation: fascism is Christian. 

Note that this is an entirely different claim than Christianity is fascist. None of the writers I’ll be 

looking at make that latter claim, and neither will I. None of them argue that Christianity is 

essentially fascist, or that all Christians are fascists, or that Christian theology necessarily tends 

towards fascism. That would be absurd. Not only would it be anachronistic, it would also ignore 

that “Christianity” doesn’t name one specific thing but is a broad umbrella covering a 

breathtaking sweep of cultures, languages, histories, styles, and traditions. The communities that 

have gathered together in the wake of Jesus are, like every other human community, full of 

beauty as well as terror, mercy as well as violence, kindness as well as cruelty. But to understand 

particular forms of terror, violence, and cruelty, we must understand how they developed, how 

they gained legitimacy, how it is they came to make sense to those perpetuating and suffering 

 
2 For the idea that theology is always written in the margins, see Matthew Ichihashi Potts, Forgiveness: An 
Alternative Account (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2022). 
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them. Fascism arose in modern Europe, in the ruins of Western Christendom, in which politics 

and Christian theology are inextricable. Thus a critique of Christian theology is necessary for 

understanding fascism. It is in this sense that various writers in the twentieth century strove to 

understand the Christianness of fascism. 

This claim that fascism is in some sense Christian might sound explosive, but it is a 

careful claim, and one that Christians should not quickly dismiss. Think of Christianity as a 

plant, sprouting in the wake of Jesus’ death and spreading outwards through time and across the 

world. Innumerable branches break forth and grow, wax and wane, wither and die, resurge, twist, 

blossom, and creep. The writers surveyed in this dissertation argue that, at some point in this 

proliferation, a theological error arose. For some, that error is lodged right at the heart of 

Christianity. For others, it sprouted late. Either way, the error wasn’t pruned back. It remained, 

and the branches it infected continued growing and spreading. Nineteen centuries in, this error 

spawned a particularly noxious fruit, a tangled, heterogeneous cluster bursting forth into political 

life and bearing the name “fascism.” The plant is not the fruit (Christianity is not fascist), but the 

fruit grew from the plant (fascism is Christian). And according to these writers, it’s not enough to 

pluck the fruit. The branch that bears it must be traced back to the moment of the error and 

hacked off. A purely political or military defeat of fascism, one that does not apprehend it as a 

theological problem, leaves the error intact and only delays the hour when some other noxious 

fruit will blossom again. And yet all of this means, for these writers, that theology is not 

hopelessly corrupt. If theology takes responsibility for its error— whether that means retrieving 

old sources or setting out in new directions—then there is hope that it can flourish again. All of 

the writers I’ll survey, even the most vehement anti-Christians, hold out the possibility that 

Christianity in the Western world can be different than it has been.  
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Political theology and secularization 

Karl Barth (whom I will discuss more in the next chapter) wrote that the task for 

antifascists was to take the struggle deeper than “the National Socialist ordering of State and 

Society,” attacking “a theology which to-day seeks refuge in National Socialism.”3 For him, as 

for the other authors surveyed in this study, politics and theology are coconstitutive, and to limit 

critique to politics while ignoring theology is to miss one’s true target. In more recent 

scholarship, analysis of the coconstitution of politics and theology goes by the name “political 

theology” or secularization theory. Adam Kotsko helpfully sums up this line of investigation: it 

“explores the synchronic parallels between political and theological systems and the diachronic 

process by which concepts ‘migrate’ between the two.”4 This tradition of scholarship is indebted, 

for better or worse, to the 1922 book Political Theology by the “revolutionary conservative” 

jurist and later unrepentant Nazi Carl Schmitt. According to Schmitt’s famous definition: 

All significant concepts of the modern theory of the state are secularized 
theological concepts not only because of their historical development—in which 
they were transferred from theology to the theory of the state, whereby, for 
example, the omnipotent God became the omnipotent lawgiver—but also because 
of their systematic structure, the recognition of which is necessary for a 
sociological consideration of these concepts.5 
 
Another way to put this is that modern politics is secular not in that it has finally 

emancipated itself from centuries of subordination to theology, but in that theology persists 

within the political, even and especially where politics imagines itself as freest of theology. 

Exposing this disavowed theology—the synchronic parallels and diachronic slippages between 

 
3 Karl Barth, The Church and the Political Problem of Our Day (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1939), 32. 
4 Adam Kotsko, “…which Begs the Question: ‘What Is Political Theology?,’” An Und Für Sich (blog), February 24, 
2021, https://itself.blog/2021/02/24/which-begs-the-question-what-is-political-theology/. See also Vincent W. 
Lloyd, ed., Race and Political Theology (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2012), 1–17. 
5 Carl Schmitt, Political Theology: Four Chapters on the Concept of Sovereignty, trans. George Schwab (Chicago: 
The University of Chicago Press, 2005), 36. 
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politics and theology— is the project of scholars working under the sign of political theology. 

But as Kotsko notes, this kind of investigation into political theology is all too often limited by 

its “purely critical or diagnostic quality, which does not seem to have any actual political 

payoff.”6 Much work on secularization and political theology plays the role of the impotent 

unmasker, the Kassandra gifted with the ability to see the theology lurking at the heart of the 

political but powerless to intervene. This limitation, Kotsko implies but does not say, stems from 

an abjection of theological discourse. Amy Hollywood has critiqued the all-too-common trend in 

religious studies to mark off theology as an “inherently uncritical, authoritarian, and ideological” 

discourse from which a properly scientific or historical study of religion has emancipated itself.7 

And Michelle Sanchez points out that this abjecting of theology entails its own disavowed 

politico-theological operation. She describes the study of religion’s self-distancing from theology 

as “replicating the sovereign gesture of homogenizing a past to justify a superior present.”8 

Theology—that uncritical, authoritarian, ideological discourse—is presented as a past that the 

critic has overcome, and through this overcoming is capable of discerning where it “still” lurks, 

as the hidden engine fueling the uncritical, authoritarian, and ideological politics of the day.9 

Hollywood points out that this opposition between the critical scholar and the uncritical 

theologian is simply false—there are religious practitioners critical of their traditions just as there 

 
6 Kotsko, “…which Begs the Question.” 
7 Amy Hollywood, Acute Melancholia and Other Essays: Mysticism, History, and the Study of Religion (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2016), 9. 
8 Michelle Chaplin Sanchez, Calvin and the Resignification of the World: Creation, Incarnation, and the Problem of 
Political Theology in the 1559 “Institutes” (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2019), 19–20, 
https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/calvin-and-the-resignification-of-the-
world/2C929DDC587D713621C12982250228C9. Sanchez is drawing here on Kathleen Davis, Periodization and 
Sovereignty: How Ideas of Feudalism and Secularization Govern the Politics of Time (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2008). 
9 And given Kathleen Davis’s reminder that every temporal claim about periodization is also a spatial claim about 
sovereignty, it should be no surprise that the temporal division between the modern scholar and the religious past 
they have overcome is often mapped onto a racial imaginary in which the white scholar encounters the nonwhite 
other who is “still” religious. See Tomoko Masuzawa, The Invention of World Religions: Or, How European 
Universalism Was Preserved in the Language of Pluralism (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2005).  
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are uncritical and ideological scholars.10 But this presumed opposition seems to persist in work 

carried out under the sign of political theology. On the one hand, there are those purely critical or 

diagnostic scholars who work to unmask the theology at the heart of politics.11 On the other 

hand, there are theologians like Johann Baptist Metz, Dorothee Soëlle, and Jurgen Moltmann, for 

whom “political theology” serves to mark off a politically-engaged confessional theology from 

some presumably apolitical theology.12 The two discourses coexist like unfriendly roommates, 

sharing journals, conferences, and funding sources while speaking to each other as little as 

possible. 

This aporia at the heart of “political theology” hampers both intellectual traditions that 

share the name. The secularization theory side of things is reduced to a politically impotent game 

of “spot the theology,” while the theologians work from the naive misconception that there is 

such a thing as a non-political theology from which their own work bravely departs. Kotsko 

rightly derides the latter for uncritically taking aboard the post-Westphalian fantasy that 

“religion” can somehow be set aside from “politics.” And Noreen Khawaja archly points out that 

the former do not follow through on the conclusions of their investigation:  

The more we learn from historians of religion about where our “secular” and 
“modern” world came from, the more we come to accept that “we seculars” are 
always in some sense Christian, as well as or in spite of whatever else we may 
be… In other words, recognizing the complex, asymmetrical relations of 
Christianity to the secular should also mean that we allow the meaning of 
Christianity itself to change.13 

 
10 Hollywood, Acute Melancholia and Other Essays, 8. 
11 Gil Anidjar alludes to the ridiculousness of the critic who unmasks everything as theological while purporting to 
remain clean of theology’s stain with the title of his preface to Blood: A Critique of Christianity: “Why I Am Such a 
Good Christian.” 
12 Vincent Lloyd makes the interesting argument that the confessional sense of “political theology,” given its claims 
to universality, tends to abstract from race in a way that the Schmittian sense, by virtue of Schmitt’s own thought as 
well as his Nazism, simply cannot. “If political theology is understood as arising in a European, Christian context, 
expanding outward more recently to other contexts, and maintaining a pretense of universality, then race and 
political theology may be intimately, inextricably bound.” Lloyd, Race and Political Theology, 7. 
13 Noreen Khawaja, The Religion of Existence: Asceticism in Philosophy from Kierkegaard to Sartre (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2016), 241, https://doi.org/10.7208/chicago/9780226404653.001.0001. 
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But the aporia is not only hindering; it’s also unfaithful to the very origins of both 

streams of political theology—the turn to theology amid the rise of fascism and in its immediate 

wake. Twentieth-century critics of fascism’s political theology both diagnosed fascism as 

theological and engaged in experimental theological writing as a form of resistance. The division 

between critique and constructive theology doesn’t hold for these texts. They are always both. 

Returning to and rereading these critiques of fascism on the margins of theology can expand the 

discourse of “political theology” as well as challenge theology to open itself up to being 

transformed by voices and texts at (and beyond) its limits. 

This dissertation will focus on three such theological critics of fascism: Georges Bataille, 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, and Simone Weil. But they are far from the only ones who experimented 

with theology to understand and resist fascism. Chapter 1 will look at the wide range of writers 

who understood the fascist threat as an outgrowth of Christian theology. Doing so will not only 

situate Bataille, Bonhoeffer, and Weil within a broader conversation about the political theology 

of fascism, but will also clarify the theological stakes of this dissertation. Nearly all of those who 

sought to resist fascism through creative theological writing grounded both their critiques of 

political theology and their own theological experiments in the cross. Fascism’s theological 

structure, they argued, was shaped by centuries of Christian reflection on the death of Jesus, and 

resistance to fascism required rethinking what this death means. The cross is an ambivalent sign, 

it can signify the triumph of infinite power over death just as much as a divine love that consents 

to the vulnerability and finitude of creaturely life. Twentieth-century critics of fascism saw the 

cross as a site of contestation between the divinization of power and the divinization of 

vulnerability, between the politics of authoritarian racial-nationalism and a possible politics of 
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resistance and care. Their writings will help clarify the political stakes of how we remember the 

death of Jesus. 

 

The theology of glory and the theology of the cross 

I have brought together a wide range of writers who share an understanding of fascism as 

(at least in part) a Christian theological phenomenon and an insistence that the struggle against 

fascism must (at least in part) be fought on Christian theology’s ground. I did not set out to make 

any kind of generalizing claim, to lump all these writers into making one single critique of 

fascism’s political theology and offering one single theological response. Nonetheless, I came to 

see how their critiques and their responses share some important general features. The pages to 

come will closely read various authors’ individual approaches, so let me for now trace some of 

these shared features. 

When critics of fascism described it as having its origins in and gaining its legitimacy 

from Christian theology, they frequently converged on specific features of Christian theology 

that made fascism “make sense.” Theology often praises God as an infinitely powerful sovereign 

ruling over merely finite creation. Theology often describes the incarnation as the revelation of 

this divine power in a particular form of embodiment. Theology often speaks of salvation as an 

act of divine power that redeems us from our frail and failing flesh into everlasting security and 

stasis. Theology often claims that this salvation is opened to those within an ordered and 

bounded community who perform their belonging in a particular way, and is closed to those who 

cannot or will not so perform. The writers surveyed in this dissertation focus on these theological 

signs—sovereignty, incarnation, salvation, sacrament—as structuring the logic according to 

which political projects of domination, exclusion, and war play out.  
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Twentieth-century critics of fascism’s political theology also converged on particular 

theological signs as offering the possibility of grounding and legitimizing resistance. Above all, 

they shared an interest in the cross. Throughout these antifascist writings, the cross is a deeply 

ambivalent sign. On the one hand, theology has long imagined the cross as the ultimate sign of 

redemptive sovereign violence, an act of awful force that achieves the eternal salvation of the 

community through unreckonable suffering. And for so much of Christian history, the cross has 

been taken to signify the definitive exclusion and bottomless guilt of the fascist’s own chosen 

target: the Jews. Yet the cross is also in excess of these meanings. It can also signify God’s 

refusal of all force and glory, an affirmation of frail and dying flesh in its very frailty and 

finitude, an insistence that goodness and holiness are to be found within a suffering and excluded 

and murdered Jewish man and not the sovereign power that struck him down. 

The antifascists surveyed in this dissertation drew on theology to both critique fascism 

and ground antifascism, and these lines of critique and construction intersect at the cross. I thus 

read their creative works of theology as carrying forward what is called the theology of the cross. 

“The theology of the cross” is a term from Martin Luther’s Heidelberg Disputations, 

where he contrasts it with what he calls “the theology of glory.” The theologian of glory, he says, 

“perceives the invisible things of God as understandable on the basis of those things which have 

been made.”14 Looking out upon worldly glory, power, and nobility, the theologian of glory 

imagines these as pale reflections of God’s infinite glory, power, and nobility. The king’s power 

to command is taken to be a shadow of God’s omnipotence; the kingdom’s stability, achieved 

through force, a shadow of God’s eternal stasis; the wealth of the powerful, a shadow of God’s 

 
14 Martin Luther, “Heidelberg Disputation,” in The Annotated Luther, ed. Timothy J. Wengert, trans. Harold Grimm, 
vol. 1: The Roots of Reform (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2015), 98. 



 10 
 

replete plenitude; the spotless bloodlines of the nobility and the impeccable hygiene of the rich, a 

shadow of God’s infinite purity.  

The theologian of the cross, on the other hand, understands that “God can be found only 

in suffering and the cross.” “True theology and recognition of God are in the crucified Christ.”15 

The theology of the cross is a transvaluation of values, in which godlessness, weakness, 

abjection, and death are reckoned holy. What is more, the cross serves for Luther as the 

condemnation of all worldly power: those who dominate and command, and who cloak 

themselves in “godly” majesty, are revealed by the cross as utterly ungodly. The violence of the 

cross paradoxically reveals the unholiness of all violence, as God is revealed in the vulnerability 

and suffering of an excluded, condemned outsider. 

There’s more than a little irony in my reading antifascist writings through Martin 

Luther’s theology of the cross. Luther, after all, had initially hoped that all Jews would convert to 

Christianity and, when they insisted on remaining Jewish, grew increasingly violent and 

deranged in his antisemitism. In the last years of his life, he raved against Jews as “worms,” 

called for their synagogues and homes to be razed to the ground, and justified their enslavement, 

expulsion, and murder. His revolting treatise “On the Jews and Their Lies” was displayed in an 

ostentatious glass case during the Nuremberg rallies, and the Nazis often described their work as 

carrying forward Luther’s legacy. Yet there is a way of reading Luther’s antisemitism as his own 

falling prey to the theology of glory: he looked upon Christendom’s persecution and exclusion of 

its others and understood them as pale shadows of God’s divine persecution and exclusion of 

non-Christians. I want to read the theology of the cross against Luther’s antisemitism as well as 

against the whole long history of Christianity’s sacralization of domination and violence.  

 
15 Luther, 99–100. 
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The theology of the cross as I will articulate it in this dissertation, with help from 

theological voices within, at the margins, and beyond Christianity, can ground a politico-

theological refusal of authoritarian racial-nationalist projects. I will trace how antifascist writers 

resignified fundamental Christian signs of creation, incarnation, crucifixion, salvation, and 

sacrament in a cruciform key, against fascism’s divinization of force. They lifted up minor 

voices within the Christian tradition, or repudiated the Christian tradition entirely, to evoke what 

Simone Weil calls “God stripped of divinity”: a God who refuses force, who is self-effacing, 

vulnerable, ceaselessly withdrawing into godlessness. This is where I draw the title of my 

dissertation: “The Renunciation of God.” The phrase is meant to be read in both senses. On the 

one hand, God is the object of renunciation, as Bataille, Bonhoeffer, and Weil each in some 

sense renounced classical theology’s omnipotent sovereign. On the other hand, the creative 

resignifications of theology undertaken by each author described God’s renunciation of divinity 

as described by classical theology. Through closely reading antifascist texts for their creative use 

of theological signs, this dissertation will trace a politically-engaged theology of renunciation. 

My hope is that it can lay the foundation for an antifascist theology today.
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Chapter 1 

Theological Antifascism, Antifascist Theology 

Karl Barth on “the roots of the malady” 

“Fascism is Christian” might seem like a strange place to begin a work of theology. But I 

have precedent. Christian theology’s responsibility for fascism was the starting point for one of 

the last century’s most important works of theology: Karl Barth’s Church Dogmatics.  

Throughout the 1930s and 40s, and within the Dogmatics itself, Barth framed his writings as a 

theological critique of fascism. He always insisted that fascism was theology’s mess to clean up. 

Shortly after the Kristallnacht pogrom, Barth warned against trying to understand National 

Socialism as a merely political movement that could be defeated by solely political, military, or 

economic means. What both Christians and the left failed to see, warned the “Red Pastor,” was 

that “National Socialism is a proper Church, a very secular one, but one which from its whole 

inventory should be recognized as such.”16 As Joshua Mauldin puts it, for Barth, “a certain kind 

of theology made Nazism possible,” thus “criticism of the ideology should itself be a form of 

theological criticism.”17 Nazism, Barth warned, is not “a political experiment like any other such 

experiment,” but a theological experiment.18 “Just as certainly do we fail to understand the thing 

profoundly, if we fail to understand it in this way, and we deceive ourselves if we imagine that 

we can take up our position in relation to National Socialism in any other manner than that in 

which we take up a position in relation to a Church, to a religious institution for and a message of 

salvation.”19  

 
16 Barth, The Church and the Political Problem of Our Day, 43–44. 
17 Mauldin, Barth, Bonhoeffer, and Modern Politics, 119. 
18 Barth, The Church and the Political Problem of Our Day, 30. 
19 Barth, 43–44. 
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Others like Georges Bataille and Dietrich Bonhoeffer will carry forward this idea that a 

critique of fascism requires a critique of salvation. Barth focuses more on what he sees as the 

immediate theological error that gave rise to National Socialism in Germany: the prevalence of 

“natural theology” in Protestant thought, the idea that God’s will can be read off of the natural 

world and human history. I won’t get into the specifics of Barth’s critique of natural theology 

here. Instead I want to draw attention to his claim that fascism arose from particular 

developments in Christian theology. According to Barth, a particular theological error opened up 

around the Reformation and went unaddressed for centuries, metastasizing into the political 

crisis of fascism. Fascism, according to Barth, is the product of this theological error—natural 

theology is the “Trojan horse within which the superior enemy was already drawn into the 

city”—and any effective resistance to fascism must entail a theological corrective to it.20 The 

only way to ensure fascism’s defeat is to “take hold of the roots of the malady in our Church, 

which has only broken out among the [Nazi-aligned] German-Christians, but which existed 

before them and is not now confined to them.”21 

Barth’s demand—to take hold of the roots of a malady within the Christian tradition, a 

malady that erupted in the political crisis of fascism but which preexisted and extends beyond 

that crisis—drives this dissertation.  

 

Karl Löwith: Fascism as secularized incarnation theology 

Karl Löwith was a philosopher of Jewish descent who studied under Heidegger before 

fleeing Nazi Germany’s deepening anti-Jewish laws. According to his memoir, he “sided with 

 
20 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, II.1: The Doctrine of God, ed. G.W. Bromiley and T.F. Torrance, trans. T. H. L. 
Parker et al. (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1957), 173. 
21 Karl Barth, The German Church Conflict, ed. T.H.L. Parker (Richmond, VA: John Knox Press, 1965), 20. 
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neither the Jewish faith nor Christianity,” preferring an undecidedness illegible to the fascist rage 

for firm boundaries.22 His postwar book Meaning in History argues that Christian theologies of 

incarnation and eschatology form the conceptual architecture of colonial and fascist logics of 

sovereignty. Anticolonial and antifascist resistance, Löwith suggests, must involve a challenge to 

sovereignty’s theological logic.  

Löwith begins his argument with a critique of modernity’s conception of history. 

According to him, the pre-Christian (meaning, for Löwith, the Ancient Greek) understanding of 

time and history was cyclical and immanent, with the world sufficient unto itself. History was 

not moving towards anything; there was no posited future moment or point outside of time from 

which one could look at history and say what it “means.” Ancient historians like Thucydides and 

Herodotus narrated historical events, but without any sense of narrative progression towards an 

end.23 

A linear, progressive understanding of history is the invention of Christianity (with an 

assist from Ancient Roman historians like Polybius, who saw the past as culminating in the 

present glory of Rome).24 Looking primarily to Augustine’s account of salvation history, Löwith 

sees Christianity as introducing a linear notion of time according to which history progresses 

from creation to fall to incarnation, crucifixion, and resurrection, to redemption and 

eschatological fulfilment. History in this view runs in a line from a definite beginning to a 

definite end. The modern concept of historical progress is a secularization, in the sense given 

above, of the theological concept of providence: “The viewpoint of a Christian interpretation of 

 
22 Karl Löwith, My Life in Germany Before and After 1933: A Report (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1994), 
98. 
23 Karl Löwith, Meaning in History (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2006), 6–7. 
24 For Georges Bataille and Simone Weil, Christianity’s assimilation into the Roman Empire is a pivotal moment for 
understanding the political theology of fascism, as it was the moment Christianity betrayed its tragic origins and 
learned to sacralize domination and conquest. 
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history is fixed on the future as the temporal horizon of a definite purpose and goal; and all 

modern attempts to delineate history as a meaningful, though indefinite, progress towards 

fulfillment depend on this theological thought.”25 

If the pre-Christian Greeks tied time and meaning to nature such that nature provided its 

own coherence, Christianity locates God outside of nature and thus sees nature as creation, as 

artifact. In the Christian understanding of history, time and meaning are shattered by and 

reoriented around the singular event of the incarnation. The transcendent God breaks into history 

and supplies the meaning that the world would otherwise lack. 

Secular modernity, for Löwith, is internally contradictory. It tries to hold onto a notion of 

historical progress, which it tells as its own progressive emancipation from theological appeals to 

transcendence. Yet theologies of incarnation and providence are what make such progressive 

narrations of history intelligible in the first place. Modern claims of historical progress from a 

religious past to a secular present try, as Michelle Sanchez puts it, “to bring about that kind of 

progress through a particular socio-political civilizational arrangement that reinhabits the very 

structure of a transcendent ‘guiding hand’ that had been naturalized and thereby disavowed.”26 

Like Schmitt, though to very different ends, Löwith sees modernity as secularizing its 

theological architecture while claiming to have overcome a theology that it projects into its own 

past. In Kathleen Davis’ words, Löwith “undercuts the foundational claim of ‘modern’ 

sovereignty by exposing its disavowal of the history upon which it constitutes itself.” Meaning in 

History takes aim at “the destructive capacity of ‘secularized’ eschatology, which he sees as 

having its theoretical basis in the Christian concept of a break with and the supersession of the 

old law, later materialized through political institutionalization,” with secularization understood 

 
25 Löwith, Meaning in History, 160. 
26 Sanchez, Calvin and the Resignification of the World, 13. 
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not as “Europe’s gradual extrication from religion, but rather the sublimation of theology in the 

‘world’: Heilgeschehen merged with Weltgeschichte.”27 

Löwith sees this critique of political theology as above all a critique of colonialism and 

fascism:  

The secular messianism of Western nations is in every case associated with the 
consciousness of a national, social, or racial vocation which has its roots in the 
religious belief of being called by God to a particular task of universal 
significance. This holds true for England and the United States as well as for 
France, Italy, Germany, and Russia. Whatever form the perversion of a religious 
vocation to a secular claim may assume, the abiding significance in these 
secularizations is the religious conviction that the world lies in evil and has to be 
saved and regenerated.28 
 

Efforts to realize the Kingdom of God on earth, he warns, result only in horror:  

the belief in being created in the image of a Creator-God, the hope in a future 
Kingdom of God, and the Christian command to spread the gospel to all the 
nations for the sake of salvation have turned into the secular presumption that we 
have to transform the world into a better world in the image of man and to save 
unregenerate nations by Westernization and re-education.29  
 

Living on in secular modernity, Christian eschatology is at work in “Western explorers and 

travelers, diplomats and clergymen, engineers and businessmen, [who] discovered and opened 

America, founded the British Empire, embarked on colonial politics, taught Russia how to 

become modernized, and forced Japan to open her land to the West.”30  

Crucially, Löwith is here describing a theological structure that persists in politics 

whether or not that politics understands itself as Christian. This is what he means by 

secularization. Secularization explains how fascism can be understood as a political expression 

of Christian theological ideas even when, as with Nazism, it occasionally takes an explicitly anti-

 
27 Davis, Periodization and Sovereignty, 84. 
28 Löwith, Meaning in History, 225-26 n2. 
29 Löwith, 203. 
30 Löwith, 202. 
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Christian form. The Nazis’ intermittent hostility to Christianity shouldn’t be read as a 

fundamental break from Christian theology, but as itself evidence of indebtedness to theology: 

their idea of being a people called to an eternal destiny, rigidly ordered and differentiated from 

outsiders, achieving everlasting glory through submission to an omnipotent sovereign, is 

structurally Christian even if it sometimes turns against actually existing Christian communities. 

This is how fascism can be understood as political theology. 

But Löwith doesn’t stop at critiquing the political theology of fascism. If fascism is the 

secularization of theological signs of transcendence, salvation, and providence, then resistance to 

fascism must entail the resignification of those theological signs. Löwith moves in this direction 

at the end of Meaning in History, imagining a tragic theology that would renounce all notions of 

progress: 

History is, through all the ages, a story of action and suffering, of power and 
pride, of sin and death. In its profane appearance it is a continuous repetition of 
painful miscarriages and costly achievements which end in ordinary failures… 
History is the scene of a most intensive life, which ends time and again in ruins. 
And it is awful, though in the spirit of the New Testament, to think that this 
reiteration of acting and suffering through all the ages should be required to 
complete the Passion of Christ.31  
 

Löwith understands colonialism and fascism as legitimated by secularized Christian theological 

notions of incarnation, providence, and salvation. What is particularly interesting is his response: 

he turns to the cross, attempting to rewrite theology against fascism. Fascism, for Löwith, takes 

to its terrible endpoint the modern understanding of history as working towards its telos—an 

understanding of history he sees as a secularization of Christian incarnation theology. His 

response is to rethink the incarnation beyond teleology. A cruciform incarnational theology 

 
31 Löwith, 190. The language of “complete” implies that Löwith is not entirely hostile to Christianity’s linear 
understanding of history, though it might also be the case that this “completion” is not something to be arrived at but 
something achieved at each moment. 
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divorced from any salvific narrative might view historical suffering not as a bump on the road to 

the Kingdom, but as part of an unending crucifixion. Viewing history through the cross, Löwith 

seeks to understand history as an eternal repetition of suffering and failure, held aloft not by 

progress towards redemption but by an infinite compassion. 

 

Walter Benjamin: Eternity as a political concept 

Like Löwith, Walter Benjamin sees fascism’s logic of sovereignty as a secularization of a 

Christian theology of history, and he strives to resist this political theology with a tragic theology 

removed from any notion of progress or telos. But while Löwith repeats Christian devotion to the 

cross, Benjamin turns to the Jewish mystical tradition.  

Perhaps Benjamin’s most enigmatic text, his “Theologico-Political Fragment” is both a 

critique of political theology and a work of experimental theology in its own right.32 He wrote 

the “Fragment” in the early 1920s as he was working on his more famous “Critique of 

Violence.” Both were written amidst the turbulence of the Kapp Putsch, when German 

democracy appeared about to fall before it had even begun.33 Writing the year before the March 

 
32 For discussion of the “Fragment,” see Jurgen Nieraad, “Walter Benjamins Gluck Im Untergang: Zum Verhaltnis 
von Messianischem Und Profanem,” The German Quarterly 63, no. 2 (1990): 222, https://doi.org/10.2307/406347; 
Eric Jacobson, Metaphysics of the Profane: The Political Theology of Walter Benjamin and Gershom Scholem (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 2003), 19–48; Judith Butler, Parting Ways: Jewishness and the Critique of 
Zionism (New York: Columbia University Press, 2012), 99–113. Benjamin’s explicit engagement with Schmitt can 
be found in his “Critique of Violence,” in Reflections: Essays, Aphorisms, Autobiographical Writing, ed. Peter 
Demetz, trans. Edmund Jephcott (New York: Schocken Books, 1986), 277–301; and The Origin of German Tragic 
Drama (New York: Verso, 1998). For discussion of this relationship, see Samuel Weber, “Taking Exception to 
Decision: Walter Benjamin and Carl Schmitt,” Diacritics 22, no. 3 (1992): 5–18; Werner Hamacher, “Afformative, 
Strike,” trans. Dana Hollander, Cardozo Law Review 13, no. 4 (1991): 1133–58; Jacques Derrida, “Force of Law: 
The ‘Mystical Foundation of Authority,’” in Acts of Religion, ed. Gil Anidjar, trans. Mary Quaintance (New York: 
Routledge, 2002), 230–98. 
33 Howard Eiland and Michael William Jennings, Walter Benjamin: A Critical Life (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The 
Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2014), 129–30. Eiland and Jennings raise but do not explore the 
similarities between the “Fragment” and Karl Barth’s “dialectical theology” as presented in his Epistle to the 
Romans. For Benjamin’s perception of Barth’s theology, see Andreas Pangritz, “Musste ‘Die Opposition Fast 
Durchgehend’ Sein?: Zu Walter Benjamins Und Gershom Scholems Wahrnehmung Karl Barths Und Der 
‘Dialektischen Theologie,’” in Profanes Leben: Walter Benjamins Dialektik Der Säkularisierung, ed. Daniel 
Weidner (Berlin: Suhrkamp, 2010), 301–24. 
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on Rome and thus too early to name his target as fascism, Benjamin stages in the “Fragment” a 

confrontation between “political theocracy”—the desire to realize the Kingdom of God on 

earth—and his own political messianism. 34 Political theocracy, for Benjamin, ascribes a telos to 

history and then works towards that goal through political force. The fantasy that “the order of 

the profane [can] be built up on the idea of the Divine Kingdom” reduces the present to a mere 

preparatory stage, in which the infliction of suffering, misery, and death upon those presently 

living is justified in the name of the glorious future their sacrifice is bringing about. Political 

theocracy is self-contradictory and self-defeating: by attempting to build the Kingdom of God on 

earth, it sanctions limitless domination and slaughter, thus preventing the very messianic 

consummation of history that it claims to be bringing about.35 Against this, Benjamin gives his 

own “mystical conception of history.” If working to bring about the eternal Kingdom 

paradoxically prevents its arrival, then the only political form that might truly work in “the 

direction of Messianic intensity” is one that works against the realization of the Kingdom. “The 

order of the profane should be erected on the idea of happiness,” and this humble working for the 

present happiness of all, “although not itself a category of this [Messianic] Kingdom, is a 

decisive category of its quietest approach.” While political theocracy works towards eternity,  

in happiness all that is earthly seeks its downfall… To the spiritual restitutio in 
integrum [recuperation, or restoration], which introduces immortality, 
corresponds a worldly restitution that leads to the eternity of downfall, and the 
rhythm of this eternally transient worldly existence, transience in its totality, in its 
spatial but also in its temporal totality, the rhythm of Messianic nature, is 

 
34 Gerschom Scholem describes his and Benjamin’s shared political commitments in as late as 1919 as “theocratic 
anarchism,” though without specifying what this means. It’s possible that the Fragment’s “nihilism,” as the opposite 
of “political theocracy,” is another name for this theocratic anarchism. Gershom Scholem, Walter Benjamin: The 
Story of a Friendship, trans. Harry Zohn (New York: Schocken Books, 1988), 84. 
35 Judith Butler persuasively reads Benjamin’s theology for a critique of Zionism, finding in his critique of the 
“Divine Kingdom” a critique of theocratic forms of power beyond Christian political theology. While the 
“Fragment” can certainly be read to those ends, my reading here focuses on its immediate historical context, finding 
in Benjamin’s use of the phrase “the Kingdom of God” and his rejection of immortality references to specifically 
Christian forms of political theology. 
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happiness. For nature is Messianic by reason of its eternal and total passing 
away.36 
 
For Benjamin, the Messianic consummation of history—a consummation that is not 

teleology but transience—is only ever frustrated by attempts to actually bring it about. Any 

political project that strives after destiny, eternity, stasis, security, and the realization of history’s 

“goal” will in fact bring about nothing but misery and death.37 The Messiah’s coming is truly 

aided when such projects are abandoned, when the eternal and total passing away of all things is 

affirmed and the simple task of tending to suffering and fostering happiness is seen as an end in 

itself instead of subordinated to some grand project. To this hiddenly theological anti-theology 

and hiddenly messianic anti-messianism, Benjamin gives the name nihilism.38 Like Löwith, 

Benjamin insists that a politics that works towards eternity brings nothing but horror and must be 

countered by a politico-theological affirmation of transience. Benjamin’s theological refusal of 

immortality and embrace of transience will find echoes in each of the three authors this study 

focuses on, albeit in the Christian idiom of the theology of the cross.  

 

Adorno and Horkheimer: “The grim doctrine” of salvation 

Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer, writing in exile in America during the Nazi years, 

also saw something Christian about fascism. Towards the end of their Dialectic of 

Enlightenment, their fourth “Thesis on Anti-Semitism” describes fascism as a secularization of 

 
36 Walter Benjamin, Reflections: Essays, Aphorisms, Autobiographical Writing, ed. Peter Demetz (New York: 
Schocken Books, 1986), 312–13. 
37 The Nazis would eventually give dramatic proof of Benjamin’s argument—the “Thousand-Year Reich” lasted 
only twelve years, ending with the Führer himself ordering the bombing of the Fatherland. Hence Victor 
Klemperer’s sarcastic name for the Nazi regime, the “Twelve-Year Reich.” Victor Klemperer, The Language of the 
Third Reich: LTI, Lingua Tertii Imperii: A Philologist’s Notebook, trans. Martin Brady (New York: Continuum, 
2006). 
38 For a postwar attempt to take up and further Benjamin’s messianic nihilism against Schmitt’s political theology, 
see Jacob Taubes, The Political Theology of Paul, ed. Aleida Assmann and Jan Assmann, trans. Dana Hollander 
(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2004). 
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Christian salvation theology. I noted above how Karl Löwith’s idea of secularization attempts to 

understand how ostensibly anti-Christian political projects can themselves remain structured by 

Christian theology. Similarly, Adorno and Horkheimer say that while Nazi antisemitism might 

appear to be an anti-religious (or neo-Pagan) departure from earlier Christian persecution of 

Jews, in fact “anti-Semitism’s eagerness to deny its religious tradition indicates that that tradition 

is secretly no less deeply embedded in it than secular idiosyncrasy once was in religious 

zealotry.” Nazi antisemitism is secular not because it has been emancipated from religion, but 

because in it the religious has migrated into the ostensibly non-religious.39 For Adorno and 

Horkheimer, fascism is a secularization of both Christian theology and practice: “The fanatical 

faith on which leader and followers pride themselves is no other than the grim doctrine which 

was earlier used to discipline the desperate, except that its content has gone astray”; meanwhile 

“the descendants of the evangelistic zealots are converted into conspirators of blood communities 

and elite guards, on the model of the Wagnerian knights of the grail.”40 Despite its anti-Christian 

postures, Christian faith and practice persist in the faith and practice of National Socialism.41 

For Adorno and Horkheimer, it is above all the salvific narrative of incarnation theology 

that National Socialism carries forward from Christianity. Working with Athanasius’s claim that 

in the incarnation God became human so that humans could become God, they describe 

 
39 I borrow the idea of secularization as “migration” from Peter E. Gordon, Migrants in the Profane: Critical Theory 
and the Question of Secularization (Yale University Press, 2020), https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv18sqz23. 
40 Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment: Philosophical Fragments, ed. Gunzelin 
Schmid Noerr, trans. Edmund Jephcott (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2002), 144. 
41 Their account of the subterranean persistence of theology is more persuasive than someone like Johann Chapatout, 
who claims a clean break with Christianity in some kind of discrete Nazi worldview, or Richard Steigmann-Gall, 
who sees Nazism as purely and straightforwardly Christian. Johann Chapoutot, The Law of Blood: Thinking and 
Acting as a Nazi, trans. Miranda Richmond Mouillot (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The Belknap Press of Harvard 
University Press, 2018); Richard Steigmann-Gall, The Holy Reich: Nazi Conceptions of Christianity, 1919-1945 
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2003). Doris Bergen’s critique of Steigmann-Gall lays out the practical 
relationship between the Nazi state and Christianity much more accurately. Doris L. Bergen, “Nazism and 
Christianity: Partners and Rivals? A Response to Richard Steigmann-Gall, The Holy Reich. Nazi Conceptions of 
Christianity, 1919–1945,” Journal of Contemporary History 42, no. 1 (January 2007): 25–33, 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022009407071629. 
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incarnation as meaning “[t]o the same degree as the absolute is brought closer to the finite, the 

finite is made absolute… A spiritual essence is attributed to something which mind identifies as 

natural.” Similar to Löwith’s critique of the incarnational logic of modernity, or Barth’s critique 

of the analogia entis, here the claim that a particular human form is the site of God on earth 

forms the conceptual architecture for fascism’s divinization of nation and race. Adorno and 

Horkheimer are careful to note that the Christian claim of incarnation does not inexorably lead to 

fascism: in its claim that Christ became vulnerable unto death on a cross, Christianity 

“repudiated self-preservation by the ultimate sacrifice, that of the man-god.” But this 

renunciation of self-interest did not last; “[s]elf-preservation is to be conquered through the 

imitation of Christ—by order.” Reinterpreting self-renunciation as submission to order, 

Christianity quickly gave itself an institutional, hierarchical form mediating divine power. “[T]he 

church depends for its existence on people’s belief that they will attain salvation by following its 

teaching.” The cross, which originally was a sacrificial repudiation of self-preservation, became 

instead a means for the ultimate self-preservation of immortality; Christian faith and practice 

now exists as “a magic ritual” of submission granting infinite self-preservation.42 

Despite their obvious disdain for this “magic spell” interpretation of Christianity, their 

real concern is what happens when Christianity’s fixation on eternal salvation is secularized and 

the divine power to secure self-preservation is located in the world. “The old Italian lady who 

with devout simplicity consecrates a candle to St Gennaro to protect her grandson in the war may 

be closer to the truth than the high priests and pontiffs who, untainted by idolatry, bless the 

weapons against which St Gennaro is powerless.”43 Adorno and Horkheimer are careful not to 

say that anyone praying that God protect their loved ones is somehow secretly fascist just 

 
42 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment, 145. 
43 Horkheimer and Adorno, 147. 
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because they believe in God’s providential ordering of history. The objects of their scorn are the 

fascists and their clerical allies, who take upon themselves the burden of such providential 

ordering and view the weapons with which they will cut down the woman’s partisan grandson as 

the bloody instruments of God’s will.44  

Adorno and Horkheimer’s critique of fascism’s political theology hinges on the will to 

self-preservation. According to them, Christianity betrayed its initial moment of sacrifice and 

self-renunciation, quickly reinterpreting the cross from an inglorious death to the triumph of 

divine power that secures eternal salvation for those who submit to the temporal authority of the 

church. Christianity reframed itself as a collection of magic spells to secure infinite self-

preservation. For them, fascism’s promise that the nation can be preserved through submission to 

the leader and the disciplined performance of arcane rites (whether in the highly ritualized life of 

the SS or the quotidian devotions to flag and fatherland) can be understood as the persistence of 

this Christian structure even when Christianity itself is scorned or threatened. 

Adorno and Horkheimer restrict their analysis to critique, but they hold out the possibility 

that if fascism is “no other” than a particularly “grim doctrine” of Christian theology, then part of 

the resistance to fascism must include rereading and rewriting Christian theology.45 They allude 

to “the radical Christians… the tolerant ones,” naming Pascal, Lessing, Kierkegaard, and Karl 

Barth. These theologians know that Christianity is not “a secure possession” and seek to shift 

Christian teaching away from a preoccupation with self-preservation and eternal salvation.46 

 
44 The question of whether and to what extent the Catholic Church hierarchy, up to and including the pope, were 
complicit with fascism is immensely controversial. For convincing arguments making the case for complicity, and 
using recently-opened archives, see David I. Kertzer, The Pope and Mussolini: The Secret History of Pius XI and the 
Rise of Fascism in Europe (New York: Random House, 2014); Kevin Madigan, The Popes Against the Protestants: 
The Vatican and Evangelical Christianity in Fascist Italy (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2021). 
45 Scholem’s biography of Benjamin says that while Adorno was personally uninterested in making theological 
claims, he was well attuned to the importance of theology in other writers, like Benjamin. For a recent reading of 
Adorno arguing that he is making theological claims, see Gordon, Migrants in the Profane. 
46 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment, 147. 
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Such theological work, Adorno and Horkheimer imply, is necessary in the struggle against 

fascism. 

 

W. E. B. Du Bois: The religion of whiteness and the suffering God 

The aim of my project is to expand on those whom I see as carrying forward Adorno and 

Horkheimer’s call for radical and tolerant forms of Christian theology—and, hopefully, to 

respond to that call myself. I focus on Bataille, Bonhoeffer, and Weil, but there are others I could 

have treated in similar depth, whose diagnoses of political theology and reworkings of Christian 

theology are just as rich as theirs. One of those, already briefly discussed, is Karl Barth. Another, 

who resignifies theology beyond Christianity, is W. E. B. Du Bois. Du Bois wrote his book 

Darkwater in the wake of the first World War, and the text strives to understand both what 

contributed to that war and what was taking shape in its wake. Like Benjamin, Du Bois wrote too 

early to name the object of his critique “fascism,” but he was a trenchant observer of the 

paroxysms of far-right mobilization rippling across Europe. His essay “The Souls of White Folk” 

diagnoses this rising threat as political theology, naming it “the religion of whiteness.” “Wave on 

wave, each with increasing virulence, is dashing this new religion of whiteness on the shores of 

our time.”47 This religion of whiteness may be new, but Du Bois sees Euro-American 

ethnonationalism as the latest manifestation of deeper trends in Western Christian theology:  “A 

nation’s religion is its life, and as such white Christianity is a miserable failure.”48 He makes 

clear that the theology of white Christianity compels the nations to which it gives life not only to 

despoil the world’s nonwhite peoples but the earth itself. “What is that breath of life, thought to 

be so indispensable to a great European nation? Manifestly it is expansion overseas, it is colonial 

 
47 W. E. B. Du Bois, Darkwater: Voices from Within the Veil (New York: Verso, 2016), 18. 
48 Du Bois, 20–21. 
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aggrandizement”; “whiteness is the ownership of the earth forever and ever, amen.”49 Du Bois 

insists that the nascent far-right is not a dire threat to Euro-American Christendom but a 

revelation of the “miserable failure” that white Christianity always was.  

This is not Europe gone mad; this is not aberration or insanity; this is Europe; this 
seeming Terrible is the real soul of white culture—back of all culture,—stripped 
and visible today. This is where the world has arrived,—these awful depths and 
not the shining and ineffable heights of which it boasted. Here is whither the 
might and energy of modern humanity has really gone.50 
 
Du Bois responded to the political theology of whiteness that threatened to plunge the 

world deeper into the abyss of war by writing a different kind of theology.51 His Darkwater is an 

eclectic mix of essays, poetry, and fiction. In the more formally creative pieces, Du Bois resists 

the sovereign God of white Christianity by resignifying theology’s signs, describing a silent, 

suffering, Black God. Du Bois writes of “the hands of Ethiopia” that stretch towards God not 

only in need but in compassion:  

The hands which Ethiopia shall soon stretch out unto God are not mere hands of 
helplessness and supplication, but rather are they hands of pain and promise; hard, 
gnarled, and muscled for the world’s real work; they are hands of fellowship for 
the half-submerged masses of a distempered world; they are hands of helpfulness 
for an agonized God.52 
 

 
49 Du Bois, 23, 18. For a reading of Du Bois that focuses on his attention to the earth, see J. Kameron Carter, The 
Anarchy of Black Religion: A Mystic Song (Durham: Duke University Press, 2023). 
50 Du Bois, Darkwater, 22. 
51 My reading of Du Bois as resignifying theological signs against political theology owes much to the readings of 
Darkwater by J. Kameron Carter and Amaryah Armstrong, especially Carter’s claim that Du Bois attempts to 
describe a “nonconquering Christ” and Armstrong’s insistence on redemption as the politico-theological paradigm 
targeted by the book’s short stories. J. Kameron Carter, “An Unlikely Convergence: W. E. B. Du Bois, Karl Barth, 
and the Problem of the Imperial God-Man,” CR: The New Centennial Review 11, no. 3 (2012): 167–224, 
https://doi.org/10.1353/ncr.2012.0015; Amaryah Shaye Armstrong, “The Apocalyptic Theology of W.E.B. Du Bois: 
Black Culture at the End of the World,” Black Theology, March 1, 2022, 1–16, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/14769948.2022.2038911. 
52 Du Bois, Darkwater, 42. Du Bois’s idea of a helpless and agonized God needing help from human hands 
resonates not only with Bonhoeffer’s late theology, discussed below, but also with the mystical theology of Etty 
Hillesum before her deportation to Auschwitz. “But one thing is becoming increasingly clear to me,” Hillesum 
writes in her diary, “that You cannot help us, that we must help You to help ourselves… Alas, there doesn’t seem to 
be much You Yourself can do about our circumstances, about our lives. Neither do I hold You responsible. You 
cannot help us, but we must help You and defend Your dwelling place inside us to the last.” Etty Hillesum, An 
Interrupted Life and Letters from Westerbork, trans. Arnold J. Pomerans (New York: Henry Holt, 1996), 178. 
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This agonized God appears again and again in Darkwater. In a poem titled “The Prayers 

of God,” Du Bois writes in the voice of a white lyncher whose fantasy of God’s sovereignty and 

omnipotence is shattered by the realization that God does not rule the world like a sovereign but 

suffers in it alongside the lyncher’s victims.53 The speaker begins the poem by accusing God of 

remaining silent in the “High hymning heavens” while the world sinks ever deeper into the chaos 

of world war. The speaker then admits that “The dark damnation / Of this hell of war” is not 

because the world itself is rotten, but because of the colonial violence unleashed by Christian 

Europe: “To build Thy Kingdom, / To drape our wives and little ones, / And set their souls a-

glitter— / For this we killed these lesser breeds / And civilized their dead, / Raping red rubber, 

diamonds, cocoa, gold!”  

The poem’s climax comes when the speaker admits to a lynching. “For this, too, once, 

and in Thy Name, / I lynched a N[*****]—” Recalling the lynching perpetrated in God’s name, 

the speaker realizes that God is not silent and absent as he thought, but present in the very cries 

and suffering of the world. Du Bois, like Löwith, then gives an account of history as one 

unending crucifixion: 

Thou? 
Thee?  
I lynched Thee? …  
That black and riven thing—was it Thee?  
That gasp—was it Thine?  
This pain—is it Thine? 
Are, then, these bullets piercing Thee? 
Have all the wars of all the world, 
Down all dim time, drawn blood from Thee? 
Have all the lies and thefts and hates— 
Is this Thy Crucifixion, God, 
And not that funny, little cross, 
With vinegar and thorns? 
Is this thy kingdom here, not there, 
This stone and stucco drift of dreams? 

 
53 Du Bois, Darkwater, 145–48.  
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The poem’s close brings this affirmation of the vulnerability of God to a crescendo: 

Help! 
I sense that low and awful cry— 
Who cries? 
Who weeps? 
With silent sob that rends and tears— 
Can God sob? 
 
Who prays? 
I hear strong prayers throng by, 
Like mighty winds on dusky moors— 
Can God pray?54 
 
Not only does the God who appears in Darkwater pray and sob and suffer and die, but 

this God’s identity is shifting and unstable, unable to be captured by any particular form of life. 

The short story “Jesus Christ in Texas” tells of a stranger arriving in Waco shortly before a Black 

convict escapes from the local jail. The stranger appears and disappears mysteriously, he is 

recognized and misrecognized. Crucially, these misrecognitions hinge on the inability of any 

character to decide on the stranger’s race. At first, a rich and powerful white man sees the 

stranger as white and invites him to dinner. But after dinner, when the man’s wife turns on the 

lights, the family sees the stranger as “a mulatto, surely; even if he did not own the Negro blood, 

their practiced eyes knew it.”55 When the colonel’s Black butler sees the stranger, he 

immediately falls to his knees and whispers, “My Lord and my God!” The local rector claims 

three times to have met the stranger somewhere, but the stranger only replies, “I never knew 

you.” When the escaped convict runs into the stranger in the woods, the stranger “made a cup of 

 
54 Du Bois, 145–48. Du Bois here sounds much like the Rebbe of the Warsaw Ghetto, Rabbi Kalonymus Kalman 
Shapira, who writes that God is absent from the world because God’s sorrow at the suffering of the Jewish people is 
too great for the world to bear. To preserve the world, God retreats into “His inner chambers” to grieve in private, 
and “one who pushes in and comes close to Him by means of studying Torah, weeps together with God, and studies 
Torah with Him." Nehemia Polen, The Holy Fire: The Teachings of Rabbi Kalonymus Kalman Shapira, the Rebbe 
of the Warsaw Ghetto (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2004), 119. 
55 Du Bois, Darkwater, 72. 
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his hands and gave the man water to drink, bathed his hot head, and gently took the chains and 

irons from his feet.” The convict responds to this sacramental gesture of mercy and liberation by 

saying with gladness, “Why, you are a n[*****], too.”56 At the end of the story, the stranger 

appears at a farmhouse and asks a white woman he meets there for some bread. As the stranger 

eats, the woman lights a lamp and sees “his dark face and curly hair. She shrieked in angry terror 

and rushed down the path,” but is knocked down by the escaping convict as he runs past. In 

revenge for this transgression, the town lynches the convict. That night, the woman peeks 

through her window at the convict’s burning body hanging from a tree. “He stretched his arms 

out like a cross, looking upward.” The flames then shoot out “until above the world and behind 

the roped and swaying form below hung quivering and burning a great crimson cross.”57 

“Jesus Christ in Texas” is written like the post-resurrection appearances of Jesus in the 

gospels. As in the gospels, where the reader knows the identity of the one who is met in the 

garden, on the road, and on the shore but his grieving friends come slowly to that knowledge 

through the interplay of recognition and misrecognition, in Du Bois’ story the stranger’s identity 

is never clear to the other characters. Unlike the gospels, the stranger’s identity is unclear for the 

reader, too. Does the title, “Jesus Christ in Texas,” refer to the stranger or to the convict? If the 

stranger is in fact Jesus, he is known as such only in his participation in the convict’s suffering, 

and his divinity can be known only by turning our eyes away from him and toward the suffering 

of the wretched of the earth. The woman in whose name the lynching is done first sees the 

lynched man as holy, and only then is she able to see the stranger as Christ. At the moment of 

recognition, her arms stretch out in a cruciform pose, yet this participation in the cross brings no 

redemption, no salvation, no reconciliation. Looking at  

 
56 Du Bois, 72. 
57 Du Bois, 77. 
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the roped and swaying form… she knew. Her dry lips moved: ‘Despised and 
rejected of men.’ She knew, and the very horror of it lifted her dull and shrinking 
eyelids. There, heaven-tall, earth-wide, hung the stranger on the crimson cross, 
riven and blood-stained, with thorn-crowned head and pierced hands. She 
stretched her arms and shrieked… He did not hear. He did not see. His calm dark 
eyes, all sorrowful, were fastened on the writhing, twisting body of the thief…58 
 

For Du Bois, the political theology of fascism—summed up in the almost liturgical utterance 

“Whiteness is the ownership of the earth forever and ever, Amen!”—can only be resisted by a 

counter-political theology, one that affirms the holiness of those on the underside of the color 

line and the oneness of their sufferings and God’s.  

 

Resignifications of Theology 

Towards Bataille, Bonhoeffer, and Weil  

This dissertation aims to intervene into the conversation around political theology in that 

I hope to retrieve an underappreciated aspect of that conversation’s twentieth-century sources: 

that they not only diagnosed the theological structure of modern political concepts, but strove to 

intervene in the political through the creative resignification of that theological structure. They 

saw theological writing as a political practice. The next three chapters carry forward this work by 

not limiting my reading of Bataille, Bonhoeffer, and Weil to their diagnoses of political 

theology. I also read them theologically.  

But reading these authors theologically is no simple matter. Simone Weil is deliberately 

ambivalent about her relationship to Christianity. Georges Bataille rejects it absolutely. Even 

Bonhoeffer’s late writings reveal a growing discomfort with any given form of Christianity. And 

yet all three engaged in theological writing, picking up familiar Christian signs and redeploying 

them in new ways. I would be missing something vital in these theological experiments if I 

 
58 Du Bois, 77. 



 30 
 

flattened out all their ambivalence, hostility, and refusal and read them as straightforwardly 

“Christian” writers. The renunciation of God is part of their theologies of God’s renunciation (or 

their atheology, in Bataille’s case).  

In this chapter and throughout this dissertation, I use the word “resignification” to 

describe how the authors I survey use Christian signs like cross, sacrament, and salvation. This 

idea draws on Jacques Derrida’s theory of signification, and is meant to capture both how 

traditional Christian signs can take on radically new meanings and how those new meanings 

change that tradition itself. Christian theology is not a full and finished discourse that can absorb 

various texts, or against which texts can be held up and found wanting. There’s no such thing as 

a closed signifying chain in which every sign has a definite meaning and is anchored to a 

particular context. Discourses are open and shifting things, signs can always signify something 

unexpected, and those unexpected resignifications redound back upon the discourse itself and 

can change how we understand other fundamental signs. Derrida’s theory of signification is 

important to my method not only because it informs how I read what authors are doing with 

Christian language, but also because it informs what I’m doing with their language, how I read 

ambivalent or outright anti-Christian authors for Christian theology without baptizing them as 

Christian.  

In his early work, Derrida describes how proliferating difference is baked into repetition. 

Every repetition necessarily involves difference in time and space. Say I write the word cat, and 

then I write the word cat again. I’ve repeated the same sign twice. Yet the second cat was written 

at a different time and in a different place than the first. What’s more, the second sign can only 

be understood as a repetition of the first because of the difference in time and space. You can 

only “repeat the same” if you do it again, which means doing it elsewhere and anew. But if every 
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repetition involves difference, how can we say it’s the “same” sign being repeated? How do 

signs mean anything at all? 

For Derrida, paradoxically, signification is only possible because a sign can be repeated 

without its repetitions sharing anything at all: not referent, context, or intention. He takes citation 

or quotation as proof of this. “One can always lift a written syntagma from the interlocking chain 

in which it is caught or given without making it lose every possibility of functioning.” If there is 

“a certain self-identity of this element (mark, sign, etc.) [that] must permit its recognition and 

repetition,” then “this unity of the signifying form is constituted only by its iterability, by the 

possibility of being repeated in the absence not only of its referent, which goes without saying, 

but of a determined signified or current intention of signification, as of every present intention of 

communication.”59 Amy Hollywood puts the idea in less Derridean prose: “Every sign… can be 

cited, put between quotation marks; thereby it can break with any given context, and engender 

infinitely new contexts in an absolutely nonsaturable fashion… [T]here are only contexts without 

any center of absolute anchoring.”60 No sign is ever anchored to a particular context; every sign 

can always mean something new and unpredictable.  

Hollywood lays out how this idea of difference-in-repetition is important for theology. 

She reads religious language and ritual as performative, meaning they do not simply refer to 

external realities but “generate that to which they refer.”61 When a church community gathers 

together and proclaims that bread and wine are the body and blood of Christ, or that sins are 

forgiven, or that a baptized child is part of the community, these aren’t descriptions of a 

preexisting state of affairs. The saying is the doing. Theological signs constitute the subjects and 

 
59 Jacques Derrida, “Signature Event Context,” in Margins of Philosophy, trans. Alan Bass (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1982), 318. 
60 Hollywood, Acute Melancholia and Other Essays, 320. 
61 Hollywood, 230. 
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communities that they signify: the child is welcomed by being called welcome; sins are forgiven 

by being called forgiven; bread and wine are holy because they are called holy. But if every 

repetition of a sign necessarily entails difference and opens out onto new and unexpected 

significations, then every repetition of theology’s signs has the possibility of “misfiring,” of 

constituting new kinds of subjects and communities. “We do not freely choose ourselves or our 

communities,” Hollywood writes, “nor are the worlds into which we are born absolutely 

determinative ones in which no new meanings can be enacted. Instead, subjects and communities 

are created and sustained by the complex interplay of sameness and difference constitutive of 

repetition itself.”62 Or as Rowan Williams puts it, using more theological language, “absence and 

deferral are the means whereby God engages our desire so that it is freed from its own pull 

toward finishing, towards presence and possession,” thus “there is no finality, no ‘closure,’ no 

settled or intrinsic meaning in the world we inhabit.”63  

I read the theological experiments surveyed in this dissertation in this sense, as generative 

“misfirings” of theology. These misfirings break with the context of much of Western Christian 

theology, but in this very break they generate new meanings and thereby change how we might 

read the tradition of Western Christian theology itself. In the chapters to come, theological signs 

like cross, sacrament, and salvation will be repeated, but with surprising and unexpected 

meanings. With Derrida in mind, I read these repetitions as testifying to the instability of the 

“same” that they repeat. Rather than read Bataille, Bonhoeffer, and Weil for a theology whose 

contours and meaning are known in advance, I read them to see how they destabilize theology 

itself. They can help us see that, while Western Christian theology has too often and too long 

 
62 Hollywood, 231. 
63 Rowan Williams, “Language, Reality and Desire in Augustine’s De Doctrina,” Journal of Literature and 
Theology 3, no. 2 (July 1989): 148, 140. 
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sacralized domination and exclusion, its most fundamental signs can never be captured by those 

violent meanings. Theology is always, as Rowan Williams puts it, “pointing beyond itself,” open 

to improvisation, resistance, and transformation.64  

For the writers surveyed in this dissertation, the rise of fascism laid bare that Christian 

signs can sanctify almost limitless cruelty and domination. But rather than turn away from these 

signs in well-deserved disgust, they returned to them and worked to repeat them otherwise. If 

theology shaped and legitimized fascist politics, then a “misfiring” of theology might destabilize 

and delegitimize fascism; if theology helped fascism to “make sense,” then resignifications of 

theology might shake their readers out of the fascist political imaginary. In the pages to come, 

I’ll be reading such theological misfirings not only for what they can teach us about fascism, but 

for how they can help us reimagine theology itself. Reading them in this way can help us 

navigate today’s politico-theological crises, in which rising authoritarian white nationalist 

movements answer to yearnings deep within Christian theology for salvation, glory, and eternal 

self-preservation. As Karl Barth so clearly saw, such movements must be fought on theology’s 

ground. Let me then start with an author who offers the most blistering critique of theology’s 

complicity in political horror: Georges Bataille.

 
64 Williams, 144. 
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Chapter 2 

The Renunciation of Salvation: 

Georges Bataille’s Atheological Summa 

If claiming fascism is Christian is an inauspicious way to start a work of theology, even 

more so is starting with Georges Bataille. A self-styled Nietzschean anti-Christ, literary 

pornographer, and connoisseur of drunken orgies, Bataille’s writings are deliberately outrageous 

and blasphemous. In L’Abbé C, a priest gone mad with lust defecates on the doorstep of the 

woman he desires. In the climax of Story of the Eye, the protagonists torture a handsome priest, 

forcing him to ejaculate on eucharistic hosts and drink his own urine out of the chalice before 

they murder him. In “The Pineal Eye,” a gibbon is crucified upside-down while hooded 

onlookers masturbate onto her dying body. Bataille takes the most sacred images in Christian 

theology—the mass, the sacraments, the cross—and restages them in the filthiest and most 

violent forms he can imagine. His writings on religion and the sacred have been increasingly 

influential in religious studies, but it’s not hard to see why theologians have mostly left him 

alone.65  

 
65 For overviews of contemporary religious studies’ engagement with Bataille, see Jeremy Biles and Kent Brintnall, 
eds., Negative Ecstasies: Georges Bataille and the Study of Religion, Perspectives in Continental Philosophy (New 
York, NY: Fordham University Press, 2015); Jeremy Biles, ed., “Georges Bataille and the Sacred,” Religious 
Studies Review, Special Issue, 48, no. 1 (2022). Explicitly theological writing engaging Bataille in any depth is rare. 
Exceptions include the work of Mark D. Jordan and Karmen McKendrick. For representative works, see Mark D. 
Jordan, “Liturgies of Repetition: A Preface to the Prologue of The Baphomet,” Studies in the Literary Imagination 
41, no. 2 (2008): 63–82; Karmen MacKendrick, “Sharing God’s Wounds: Laceration, Communication, and 
Stigmata,” in The Obsessions of Georges Bataille: Community and Communication, ed. Andrew J. Mitchell and 
Jason Kemp Winfree, SUNY Series in Contemporary French Thought (Albany: SUNY Press, 2009), 133–46; 
Karmen MacKendrick, “Impossible Confessions,” in Material Spirit: Religion and Literature Intranscendent, ed. 
Gregory C. Stallings, Manuel Asensi, and Carl Good (New York: Fordham University Press, 2013), https://muse-
jhu-edu.ezp-prod1.hul.harvard.edu/chapter/1307271/pdf. Jacob D. Myers has written perhaps the most explicitly 
theological work that draws on Bataille, in his “The Erotic Approach: Homiletical Insights from the Work of 
Georges Bataille,” Theology & Sexuality 19, no. 1 (January 2013): 36–48, 
https://doi.org/10.1179/1355835814Z.00000000025. More common are authors writing on Bataille who engage 
theology in depth, and whose arguments are fruitful for theological reflection, but who do not write under the banner 
of theology themselves—such as Amy Hollywood, Kent Brintnall, Stephen Bush, and Jeremy Biles.  
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Still, it’s important to start with Bataille. Out of all the writers mentioned in the previous 

chapter, Bataille offers the most vehement critique of Christian theology’s responsibility for 

fascism. And he sounds the clearest call for creative theological writing as a form of political 

resistance. To be clear, he despised Christianity, and his grotesque perversions of its most sacred 

signs were written in large part to shock and upset prudish Christians. But he also insisted that 

dragging sacred signs down into the mud was important—morally, theologically, and 

politically.66 He critiqued Christianity’s theology of salvation as an elaborate mechanism for 

transmuting the brokenness and violence and vulnerability of life into a fantasy of otherworldly 

purity, wholeness, and eternity. Such a process, he warned, blinds us to the beauty and terror of 

life, teaches us to look past the suffering and fragility of the person in front of us and see the 

glory and majesty we imagine to dwell just beyond them. And he saw fascism as the political 

heir to Christianity’s will to salvation. Concentrating power in a single sovereign master, 

rendering all of life disposable in the name of purity and eternal stasis, training its followers to 

look past the horrific violence around them and see instead nobility and glory, fascism is for 

Bataille simply the latest and most brutal political expression of Christian salvation theology. 

Dragging Christian signs into the gutter, Bataille tried to overcome the will to salvation with 

what he called “the will to chance.” He challenges theology to see the cross not as the means of 

salvation or divine triumph, not as the sign of God’s sovereign mastery over life and death, but 

as useless waste, senseless tragedy, cutting us to our hearts and drawing us out of ourselves 

towards the world in sorrowful compassion. In other words, he pushes us to renounce salvation 

and instead begin to mourn. 

 
66 For obscenity as a methodological tool in Bataille’s early writings, see Rodolphe Gasché, Phenomenology and 
Phantasmatology, trans. Roland Végső (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2012), 14–15. 
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This chapter traces Bataille’s theological critique of fascism and his attempts to write an 

antifascist “atheology,” one that renounces salvation in a sacrificial moment of ecstatic 

compassion and wounded mourning. I begin with a lecture Bataille gave in 1938, in which he 

describes the origin of Christianity as a moment of tragic potential that was snuffed out by the 

theology of salvation and its divinization of power. I then reconstruct Bataille’s critique of 

fascism as the latest and most brutal political manifestation of Christian salvation theology: 

salvation, for Bataille, names the fantasy that an incomplete and perishable reality can be brought 

to fullness and permanence through sovereign violence—a violence that is not experienced as 

violence at all, but as pure and glorious mastery over violence. I next turn to Bataille’s efforts to 

write an antifascist “atheology” of the cross, as he stages again and again the moment of 

Christianity’s founding failure, this time trying to redeploy the crucifixion’s sacrificial violence 

against fascism’s political theology of salvation. Bataille works to strip the cross of the 

theological baggage that veils the horror of “what is there,” writing an Atheological Summa that 

renounces salvation in favor of “the will to chance”: a theological affirmation of transience and 

limitation. I argue that this will to chance is best understood as the work of mourning, and I 

explore how Bataille’s own losses informed his “new mystical theology.” Finally, I conclude by 

challenging theology to learn from Bataille’s critique of salvation, reimagining salvation not as 

an escape from chance and grief, but as itself the will to chance, the work of mourning. The 

“hatred of salvation,” I’ll argue, is not as opposed to Christian theology as Bataille—or indeed 

Christians—might think. 

 

The Theological Structure of Fascism 

The origins of Christianity: failure, betrayal, power 
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Throughout the 1930s and 40s, Bataille analyzed the theology at the heart of fascism and 

strove to rewrite theology in a different direction. He lays out this task in a lecture given on 

February 19, 1938, at the Collège de Sociologie. Bataille had started the Collège in 1937 as a 

loose working group dedicated to understanding the role of the sacred in modern politics. 

Alexander Riley calls Bataille and those he gathered around him “renegade Durkheimians,” as 

they took Durkheim’s insight that religion shapes even the most apparently secular societies and 

brought it to the extreme left edge of French politics.67 If religion, ritual, and the sacred are key 

to social cohesion, then focused study of an apparently anachronistic and apolitical phenomenon 

like sacrifice might help explain the rise of fascism. This was the goal of the Collège. At the 

same time, Bataille founded a secret society known as Acéphale, which took the idea in an even 

more radical direction. If the sacred could explain modern politics, then maybe it was possible to 

deploy it against existing political forms. Meeting under cover of night, wearing hoods and 

carrying torches, swearing blood oaths and concocting elaborate rituals, dreaming of one day 

carrying out a real human sacrifice, Acéphale sought to weaponize the sacred against fascism. 

When Bataille stood up in front of the Collège to give a lecture titled “Power,” he had in mind 

this idea of the political force of sacrifice and sacred signs.68 He brought it to bear on the most 

potent sacred sign in Western Europe: the cross. 

 
67 Alexander T. Riley, “‘Renegade Durkheimianism’ and the Transgressive Left Sacred,” in The Cambridge 
Companion to Durkheim, ed. Jeffrey C. Alexander and Philip Smith (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2005), 274–302. 
68 The textual history of the “Power” lecture is complicated. It was originally written by Roger Caillois, who was 
sick on February 19 and asked Bataille to read the lecture in his place. The first half or so of the lecture as we have it 
is Caillois’s, but by the end Bataille departs significantly from Caillois’s ideas to present his own. Though Caillois 
was a founding member of the antifascist Collège, his political allegiances were murky. Theodor Adorno once 
warned Walter Benjamin against working with Caillois, writing in a letter that “the man belongs to the other side.” 
The February 19 lecture was initially written as a celebration of power as the source of tragedy and the sacred. But 
Bataille changed the thrust of the lecture completely, instead opposing power to tragedy. The reflections on the 
tragedy of the cross standing against the power of fasces and swastika are entirely Bataille’s. Tiina Arppe gives an 
excellent overview of the differences between Bataille’s and Caillois’s ideas of power, focusing on how Bataille 
understands sacred force as an internalization of violence, while Caillois is primarily interested in violence inflicted 
upon others. See Tiina Arppe, “Sorcerer’s Apprentices and the ‘Will to Figuration’: The Ambiguous Heritage of the 



 38 
 

The Collège learned from Durkheimian sociology that social groups, even self-

consciously secular ones, cohere through (and also are potentially decomposed by) sacred 

phenomena like ritual, sacrifice, and taboo.69 But “the sacred” is an ambiguous category: sacred 

things can be repulsive as well as attractive, grotesque as well as beautiful, abject as well as 

glorious.70 Kings are often charged with attractive sacred energies of nobility and glory, while 

decomposing corpses are charged with repulsive—and no less sacred—energies of taboo and 

horror. In Bataille’s technical language, purity and glory are the “right” side of the sacred, while 

horror and abjection are the “left” side—both are sacred, both carry a powerful affective shock, 

but the “direction” of those shocks are opposed, either helping build up or threatening to 

decompose social forms.71 Usually, Bataille argues, religious practices consist in the 

transmutation of the left sacred into the right, taking potentially destructive social forces of 

repulsion and horror and changing them into forces of social cohesion like acclamation and 

 
Collège de Sociologie,” Theory, Culture & Society 26, no. 4 (July 2009): 117–45, 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0263276409104971. For the Adorno anecdote, see Michael Weingrad, “The College of 
Sociology and the Institute of Social Research,” New German Critique, no. 84 (2001): 139, 
https://doi.org/10.2307/827800; Nathaniel Berman, “‘The Sacred Conspiracy’: Religion, Nationalism, and the Crisis 
of Internationalism,” Leiden Journal of International Law 25, no. 01 (March 2012): 53, 
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0922156511000537. 
69 Michael Behrent situates Durkheim within a small but influential group of nineteenth-century French intellectuals 
who were loyal to the republic and the revolution and yet insisted that the social contract and individual rights were 
not enough to foster the communal bonds society required, and thus paradoxically turned to religion for ways to 
ground a decidedly non-religious society. Bataille can be read as a radical heir to this tradition. See Michael C. 
Behrent, “The Mystical Body of Society: Religion and Association in Nineteenth-Century French Political 
Thought,” Journal of the History of Ideas 69, no. 2 (2008): 219–43. 
70 Durkheim’s description of the bipartite division of the world into the sacred and the profane, and his description 
of the sacred as having both “positive” and “negative” rites, are found in Émile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of 
Religious Life, trans. Carol Cosman, Oxford World’s Classics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 102–7, 125–
35. For more on how the Collège uses and departs from Durkheim, see Michèle H. Richman, Sacred Revolutions: 
Durkheim and the Collège de Sociologie (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2002); Simonetta Falasca-
Zamponi, “A Left Sacred or a Sacred Left? The Collège de Sociologie, Fascism, and Political Culture in Interwar 
France,” South Central Review 23, no. 1 (Spring 2006): 40–54, https://doi.org/10.1353/scr.2006.0001; Arppe, 
“Sorcerer’s Apprentices and the `Will to Figuration’.” 
71 William Pawlett helpfully explains that while Bataille uses the language of a left and right “side” of the sacred, 
there’s not a binary opposition between them. Pawlett suggests it would be more accurate to speak of two “charges,” 
cohering dynamically and unstably in a single sacred object. William Pawlett, “Bataille and the Left Pole of the 
Sacred,” in Georges Bataille and Contemporary Thought, ed. Will Stronge (New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 
2017), 51–72. 
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glory. And as he notes in a lecture given just before the “Power” lecture, our everyday use of 

“left” and “right” in politics is accidentally suggestive: “it is a fact that sacred objects, just like 

political figures, are never regularly transmuted except from left to right” (CdS 226-7; CoS 122). 

What interests him in the crucifixion is that, for at least a moment, things seemed to flow in the 

opposite direction. Here, the God of philosophy and theology, the divine sovereign, was dragged 

from the right sacred heights of glory and majesty into the left sacred mire of abjection and 

death. 

The cult of the crucified God, Bataille says, could have been a tragic community bound 

together by anguish and compassion, standing opposed to all power. But Christianity betrayed its 

initial promise, quickly reinterpreting the cross as the sign of salvation, of the sovereign God’s 

omnipotent power over life and death.  Christianity became about not seeing the cross, about 

looking past it to an infinite power beyond. The reinterpretation of the cross as salvation—as 

protection from loss through submission to power—laid the theological groundwork for 

authoritarian politics from the late Roman Empire to the Third Reich. To resist fascism, this 

moment must be restaged: first as farce, then as tragedy. All of Bataille’s political and literary 

activity during the years of fascism can be read as attempts to return to the foot of the cross, to 

strip it bare of any notions of salvation or divine power, and do what the first Christians did not 

have the strength to do: truly see the horror of this suffering and dying man, feel compassion for 

him in his dying, mourn his loss. 

Christianity’s prehistory, Bataille says in the lecture, is in a popular revolt against Roman 

power. He defines “power” as the institutional merging of military strength and sacred force in a 

single person who makes use of them for his individual benefit; whatever benefits the institution 

or society accrue from the exercise of power (such as order) are downstream from this basic 
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narcissistic and sadistic impulse.72 I’ll say more on this below, but Bataille sees human societies 

as governed by a kind of entropy, what he calls “the principle of loss,” in which economic 

production or the accumulation of force are driven by a deeper need to expend that energy in 

wasteful expenditure. Power, as he defines it, is “what escapes the tragedy required by the 

‘overall movement’ animating human community” (CdS 246; CoS 132). Power strives in vain to 

stave off loss by inflicting loss upon others. In the Roman empire, the cult of the emperor 

worked against this tragic “overall movement” by ceaselessly glorifying the emperor and 

infinitely expanding the empire’s borders—much like the cults of Hitler and Mussolini. 

Christianity first appeared as the opposite of the imperial cult, as a cult of the tragic. At first, 

Christianity worked against the usual transmutation of the left sacred into the right, instead 

dragging the right sacred leftwards. “Christianity valorized paupers, pariahs, the filthy. It put in 

play, in the person of Jesus, a king—but this king committed himself to the wretched. What’s 

more, Jesus let himself be treated like a criminal and be reduced to the condition of a tortured 

body, thereby identifying himself with the left and immediately repulsive form of the sacred” 

CdS 248; CoS 133-4). While the imperial cult elevated an ordinary human being into godhood, 

Christianity’s story of incarnation and crucifixion narrated God’s sinking into ignominy and 

death.73 

But, Bataille says, this story was unstable. Initially a story about divine affirmation of 

vulnerability and chance, it was quickly reinterpreted as a story about divine power overcoming 

vulnerability and chance.  

 
72 This lecture’s assertion that fascism is an anachronistic fusion of religious and military force draws on Bataille’s 
1933 essay “The Psychological Structure of Fascism,” discussed below. 
73 See also Jacob Taubes’s The Political Theology of Paul, 16. “Christian literature,” he writes, “is a literature of 
protest against the flourishing cult of the emperor.” By using imperial language to describe a Jewish man killed by 
the empire, and by denigrating “law” in favor of a man killed by the law, Paul writes “a political declaration of war 
on the Caesar.”  
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The animation was thus recomposed starting with horror, and the animation in 
composing itself immediately became a creator of force. What was repulsive 
became an object of ecstatic seduction, giving rise to a profusion of majestic 
glory. The crucified went to sit at the right hand of his omnipotent Father… At the 
same time every limit was pushed back from this continual creation of power. 
Christ merged, or more exactly, was now only one with a single omnipotent, 
eternal God. (CdS 249; CoS 134) 
 

Christian theology became an elaborate technology for looking past the horror of the cross, for 

seeing Jesus’ death not as a tragic waste but as a guarantee that those who submit will be saved 

from death.74 

Bataille seems to be getting this critique from Nietzsche, who in The Anti-Christ traced 

Christianity’s origins to the disciple’s failure to mourn Jesus’ death. As Nietzsche tells it (and 

here he follows the gospels), the disciples had had entered Jerusalem expecting Jesus to drive out 

the Romans, claim the right to rule, and install them in positions of power. Instead he was 

murdered. The trauma of his death threw everything into question: “It was only the death, this 

unexpected shameful death, only the Cross… only this terrible paradox which brought the 

disciples face to face with the real enigma: ‘Who was that? What was that?’” They couldn’t bear 

the idea that their beloved friend could die so uselessly. “Here everything had to be necessary, 

meaningful, reasonable, reasonable in the highest degree.” Christianity begins with the disciples’ 

desire to somehow undo the tragedy of the cross, to reframe the useless waste of their friend’s 

murder as in fact the triumph of divine power. “But with this everything is misunderstood: the 

‘kingdom of God’ as a last act, as a promise! For the Evangel had been precisely the existence, 

 
74 Interestingly, while Bataille might seem to be playing fast and loose with early Christian history in the interests of 
his critique of fascism, the New Testament scholar Kathleen Corley tells a somewhat similar story about Christian 
origins. Corley argues that the gospels’ written accounts of Jesus’ death and resurrection, as well as the eucharistic 
rite, grew out of earlier female mourning rituals of lament song and communal meals. These mourning rituals, she 
says, would have involved an understanding that Jesus was “present” in their grieving without the women 
understanding this presence as a literal, bodily return of one who had been dead. Thus, like Bataille, Corley 
understands Christianity as initially a tragic cult of mourning that was later corrupted into a cult of omnipotent 
divine force. See Kathleen E. Corley, Maranatha: Women’s Funerary Rituals and Christian Origins (Minneapolis: 
Fortress Press, 2010).  
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the fulfillment, the actuality of this ‘kingdom.’ Such a death was precisely this ‘kingdom of 

God.’”75 The cross, as renunciation of power and revenge, was itself Jesus’ proclaimed kingdom 

of God. But because the first Christians wanted power and retribution, they reimagined the 

kingdom of God as “a promise,” as a future whose glory devalued the present, as an escape from 

the vulnerability and death that had taken away their friend.  

Like Nietzsche, for Bataille Christianity is the betrayal of this initial moment of tragic 

potential. The cross could have been seen as God’s renunciation of power in a moment of 

ecstatic anguish, uniting those at the foot of the cross in compassion with their dying friend. As 

such, Christianity could have been a tragic sacrificial community opposed to power’s empty 

promises of eternal glory. Instead, the cross became a sign of omnipotent sovereignty’s mastery 

over life and death. And it is this betrayal of the cross in favor of a narrative of salvation that 

forms the theological architecture of fascist politics, with its transmutation of horror into glory 

through submission to power. The cross may look like death, theology says, but it is the means of 

eternal life. It may look like senseless cruelty, but this violence is part of an infinite master’s 

grand plan. It may look like a moment of violence and abandonment in which all are guilty, but 

this suffering guarantees the innocence of the chosen and the eternal guilt of the damned. 

Christianity became a religion of salvation, and power won out over tragedy. 

Reinterpreting hideous violence as in fact no violence at all, looking past present tragedy 

to a power beyond, Christianity quickly caught on as an even purer expression of the cult of the 

emperor: 

 
75 Friedrich Wilhelm Nietzsche, Twilight of the Idols, and, The Anti-Christ, trans. R. J. Hollingdale (New York: 
Penguin Books, 2003), 165. Nietzsche also suggests this refusal to mourn is the origin of Christian antisemitism. 
The disciples needed Jesus’ death to be “necessary, meaningful, reasonable, reasonable in the highest degree,” and 
the simplest way to explain his death was to find someone to blame. “‘Who killed him? who was his natural 
enemy?’—this question came like a flash of lightning.” Christians’ answer: “ruling Judaism, its upper class.” 
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The wretched, executed king received the robes of the Byzantine emperor: the 
ignominious victim became a military and hieratic sovereign… Now God was 
nothing more than the emperor whose sacred robes he glorified on the church 
walls, just as the emperor was, for his part, the image of God on earth. (CdS 250; 
CoS 134) 
 

The image of God on earth was no longer the suffering victim of chance crying out for 

compassion and the sorrowful community gathering to mourn his passing. Instead God’s likeness 

was found in the emperor, the master of life and death, the one who transforms chance into 

necessity, who promises stability in return for submission. 

Throughout the lecture, Bataille is at pains to remind his audience of his hostility to 

Christianity: “Now I know of no more radical condemnation of this existence than Christianity.” 

(CdS 247; CoS 132) But he picks up the ambivalent thread in Nietzsche’s critique of the first 

Christians: what if those who loved Jesus were able to mourn, rather than deny, his death? What 

if they were able to renounce revenge? What if they saw the uselessness and waste of the cross as 

itself the promised kingdom?  For Bataille, such a tragic devotion to the cross would no longer 

be Christian in any meaningful sense, as Christianity is fundamentally a religion of salvation. But 

while the cross may have “lost the force of its original meaning,” it is nonetheless significant that 

this image—God as a suffering, dying victim—“dominates the West… right up to our day” (CdS 

251; CoS 135). Buried at the heart of Christendom, and whispered down the centuries by heretics 

and mystics, lies a sacrificial excess that power can never fully capture.  

Nietzsche wrote that the first Christians needed Jesus’ death to be “necessary, 

meaningful, reasonable, reasonable in the highest degree.”76 For Bataille, the politico-theological 

potential of the cross lies in its uselessness and waste, which the first Christians couldn’t bear. In 

1930, he wrote an essay titled “Sacrificial Mutilation and the Severed Ear of Vincent Van 

 
76 Nietzsche, 164. 



 44 
 

Gogh,” in which he discussed various historical examples of “automutilation” ranging from 

circumcision rituals to Van Gogh cutting off his own ear. Bataille takes these moments, which 

involve “throwing oneself or something of oneself out of oneself,” and builds from them a theory 

of sacrifice (BOC I 265; VE 67). In ordinary speech, we tend to describe sacrifice as giving up 

something for the sake of something else: a soldier “sacrifices” his life for his country, a single 

mother “sacrifices” her time for her children, a shepherd “sacrifices” an animal so the gods will 

make it rain. But in each of these examples, something of lesser value is given up and something 

of greater value is gained: the soldier values his country more than his life, the mother values her 

children more than her time, the shepherd values rain over a single animal. For Bataille, that’s 

not sacrifice. That’s investment. Sacrifice, real sacrifice, is fundamentally useless. It’s waste, 

expenditure, loss. What is sacrificed is removed from the sphere of utility, of means and ends, of 

profit and production. Van Gogh pointlessly cutting off his ear and throwing it at a brothel is for 

Bataille an image of the “solar god who tears and rips out his own organs” (BOC I 263; VE 

66).77 Paradoxically, it is only as useless that sacrifice has “the power to liberate heterogeneous 

elements and to break a person’s habitual homogeneity… Sacrifice considered in its essential 

phase would be nothing but a rejection of what had been appropriated by an individual or a 

group” (BOC I 269; VE 70). As pure self-offering with no thought of gain, useless sacrifice 

testifies to “a love which would take nothing into account” while putting into play a “hate and 

disgust” for power. This combination of universal love and violent rejection of power can be 

seen in ancient automutilators like Anaxarchus of Abba and Zeno of Elea, who bit off their 

tongues and spit them at tyrants (BOC I 270; VE 71). In the “Power” lecture, Bataille describes 

 
77 As he says elsewhere, writing about the Mithraic bull sacrifice ritual, “Of course the bull himself is also an image 
of the sun, but only with his throat slit” (VE 57). The idea that the sun is an image of God because it gives without 
receiving is, along with the attempt to bring together Nietzsche and Christianity, one of the places where Bataille, 
Bonhoeffer, and Weil overlap.  
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Jesus as—at least potentially—this kind of sacred automutilator, whose useless death binds his 

followers in self-giving love and weaponizes the sacred against Caesar.78 

Understood as useless expenditure, the cross is a sign of tragedy standing against the two 

great signs of power: fasces and swastika. “It’s only in the last few years that the crucified has 

been menaced in Germany and Italy by images of power that exclude every idea of tragedy, 

every idea of executing the king” (CdS 251; CoS 135). In the Roman Empire, the fasces “nothing 

but the instrument of beheading. Thus the instrument for executing subjects is ostentatiously 

opposed to the image of the king tortured to death” (CdS 251; CoS 135). This isn’t to say that 

Christianity is threatened in the fascist states.79 Exactly the opposite, in fact. Christianity, for 

Bataille, is a betrayal of the cross in favor of fantasies of infinite power. Thus the fascist states’ 

turning away from “the crucified figure” and toward images of pure power is the most Christian 

thing about them. Bataille can therefore make sense of the seeming tension between fascism’s 

self-presentation as defenders of Christian civilization and their discomfort with the cross: 

discomfort with the cross is the essence of Christianity.80 But this means the cross, however 

much it’s paraded about by Western powers, has a tragic and subversive underside. It remains 

 
78 Alexander Irwin, Saints of the Impossible: Bataille, Weil, and the Politics of the Sacred (Minneapolis: University 
of Minnesota Press, 2002), 34. 
79 As Bataille knew well, the anti-Christian and neo-pagan currents of Nazi thought were fads for failed intellectuals 
and talentless bohemian strivers. They were tolerated by the party elite as a way to capture pliant segments of 
creative and intellectual circles, but were never taken seriously as something that would replace Christianity in 
Germany. As he writes in “Nietzsche and the Fascists,” “It is finally necessary to add that the leaders of the Reich 
appear little inclined, less and less inclined, to support this motley movement: the tableau of the part played in 
Hitler’s Germany by a free, anti-Christian enthusiasm, giving itself a Nietzschean appearance, closes in shame” 
(BOC I 459, VE 191).  
80 Bataille quotes the Nazi philosopher Ernst Bergmann: “If Jesus of Nazareth, doctor and benefactor of the people, 
came back today, he would come down from the cross on which a deceptive knowledge has kept him nailed; he 
would live again as the doctor of the people, as the authority on racial hygiene” (BOC I 459, VE 191). For more 
examples of Nazi Christians’ discomfort with the crucifixion as overly passive and feminine, see Doris L. Bergen, 
Twisted Cross: The German Christian Movement in the Third Reich (Chapel Hill (N.C.) London: University of 
North Carolina press, 1996). 
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the sign of a sovereign who renounces sovereignty, a useless self-expenditure that is a kind of 

authority utterly alien to the emperor’s power.  

 

“Fascism as the sovereign form of sovereignty” 

Five years before the “Power” lecture, in November 1933—just months after the Nazis 

took over Germany—Bataille published an essay on “The Psychological Structure of Fascism” in 

La Critique Sociale. The journal was an anti-Stalinist leftist journal whose authors included 

Simone Weil.81 In this article, Bataille used his notion of the left and right poles of the sacred to 

understand fascism as above all a religious phenomenon.  

The essay begins with a critique of the political theology of liberalism.82 According to 

Bataille, what is distinctive about liberal capitalist societies is their attempt to fully expunge the 

sacred, which in this essay he defines as “heterogeneity,” from collective life, which liberalism 

tries to make fully “homogeneous.” All societies require some degree of homogeneity and 

fungibility: “human relations are maintained by a reduction to fixed rules based on the 

consciousness of the possible identity of defined persons and situations” (BOC I 340, VE 137-8). 

But capitalist liberalism tries to fully reduce humanity to its homogeneous elements: governed by 

 
81 Jean-Louis Panné, “Aux Origines: Le Cercle Communiste Democratique,” in Boris Souvarine et La Critique 
Sociale, ed. Anne Roche (Paris: La Decouverte, 1990). 
82 While Bataille does not use the phrase “political theology” or name Carl Schmitt explicitly in “The Psychological 
Structure of Fascism,” Martin Jay and Stefanos Geroulanos have both argued that the essay is an oblique response to 
Schmitt’s theory of sovereignty. Geroulanos traces Bataille’s awareness of Schmitt to Alexandre Kojève’s lectures 
on Hegel, but it’s also possible he would have known of Schmitt’s work through his friendship with Walter 
Benjamin, whose 1921 “Critique of Violence” was heavily influenced by Schmitt. See Martin Jay, “The Reassertion 
of Sovereignty in a Time of Crisis: Carl Schmitt and Georges Bataille,” in Force Fields: Between Intellectual 
History and Cultural Critique (New York: Routledge, 1993); Stefanos Geroulanos, “Heterogeneities, Slave-Princes, 
and Marshall Plans: Schmitt’s Reception in Hegel’s France,” Modern Intellectual History 8, no. 3 (November 2011): 
531–60, https://doi.org/10.1017/S1479244311000345. Simonetta Falasca-Zamponi’s work helpfully clarifies the 
distinction between Schmittian political theology and what the Collège de Sociologie called “sacred sociology”: 
Political theology begins with the question of sovereignty and sees community as sovereignty’s effect, while sacred 
sociology begins with the question of community and sees sovereignty as its effect. Falasca-Zamponi, “A Left 
Sacred or a Sacred Left?”  
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the logic of money, the universal commodity, in such a society “each man… is worth what he 

produces; that is, he ceases to be an existence for itself: he is no more than a function, ordered 

within measurable limits, of collective production (making him an existence for something other 

than itself)” (BOC I 340; VE 138). Everything is useful, everything is a commodity, everything 

has a price. The worker is reduced to salable labor power, the jurist is reduced to an automaton 

rotely applying a seamless law, political leaders are reduced to replaceable party functionaries.  

Or at least, that’s how liberalism understands itself. In an essay published a few months 

earlier in La Critique sociale, titled “The Notion of Expenditure,” Bataille had argued that both 

liberal and Marxist economics were based on a misunderstanding of human activity. Mainstream 

economic theories focused entirely on “productive social activity,” but this ignored a deeper 

drive underlying human action: “nonproductive expenditure,” “the principle of loss,” sacrifice 

(BOC I 304-5, VE 117-18).83 This is the “‘overall movement’ animating human community” 

from the “Power” lecture. Bataille gives as examples of this principle of loss “luxury, mourning, 

war, cults, the construction of sumptuary monuments, games, spectacles, arts, perverse sexual 

activity”—all acts that “have no end beyond themselves” (BOC I 305, VE 118). This 

fundamental uselessness is what Bataille calls the heterogeneous or sacred. And while liberal 

capitalism understands itself as expunging all excess and giving every aspect of human life a 

market price, Bataille sees the relation between the classes as governed by the logic of sacrifice, 

by a drive to satisfy “the need for destruction and loss” (BOC I 308; VE 121). Marxists 

 
83 Jean-Michel Besnier does a good job situating Bataille’s interest in uselessness and sacrifice within the broader 
milieu of radical intellectuals in the 1930s. Bataille tries to walk a tightrope, resisting at once the politics of 
totalizing rationalism (Marxism and liberalism) and the politics of irrationalism (fascism), without striking an 
adolescent pose of “revolt for revolt’s sake.” Besnier describes Bataille’s politics as a “politics of the impossible,” a 
“revolt against anything that pretends to be completed, full, transparent, and necessary,” while at the same time 
“resolutely reject[ing] the goal of a takeover of political power” and “avow[ing] powerlessness as its controlling 
motive.” Jean-Michel Besnier, “Georges Bataille in the 1930s: A Politics of the Impossible,” trans. Amy Reid, Yale 
French Studies, no. 78 (1990): 179–80, https://doi.org/10.2307/2930121. 
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understand the class struggle as one of exploitation: capitalists are interested in extracting as 

much value from the workers as possible, and the workers’ degradation is a byproduct of this 

exploitation. But for Bataille, the degradation of the workers is the whole point. “Bourgeois 

society… pretends to govern according to rational principles” and “tends moreover by its own 

motion to realize a certain human homogeneity.” But underneath this seeming rationality is a 

will to sacrifice: “The goal of the workers’ activity is to produce in order to live, but the goal of 

the bosses’ activity is to produce in order to devote the productive workers to a hideous 

degradation” (BOC I 315; VE 125-6). Production is only a means to loss. 

On the surface, liberalism is governed by a dehumanizing reduction of every person to a 

useful tool or a thing with a price. But underneath, it is fueled by an even more dehumanizing 

reduction of the workers to abject victims of senseless, wasteful sacrifice. This contradiction 

cannot be squared, and liberalism is always on the edge of crisis. Colonialism and racism, in 

Bataille’s reading, are strategies for managing sacrificial violence, as they allow the white 

proletariat to enjoy (to a limited degree) the spectacle of another’s abjection:  

Thus in the anglo-saxon countries, in particular the United States of America, the 
primary process takes place at the expense of only a relatively meager portion of 
the population; to a certain extent the working class itself has been able to 
participate in it (above all when this was facilitated by the prior existence of a 
class held abject by common accord, as in the case of the negroes. (BOC I 316; 
VE 126) 84 

 
84 A number of scholars have recently brought Bataille’s theory of the sacred to bear on conversations in Black 
studies. Joseph Winters and J. Kameron Carter have explored how the idea of the excessive left sacred can hold 
together affirmations of blackness as extravagant beauty with afropessimist understandings of blackness as the 
abject site of excessive violence. Danube Johnson, meanwhile, reveals how Bataille’s later attempts to formalize 
sacrifice in a coherent economic theory ends up reproducing the colonial patterns of extraction and accumulation 
that essays like “The Notion of Expenditure” critiqued. Joseph Winters, “Between Ecstasy and Abjection: Black 
Studies and the Excessive Sacred,” Religious Studies Review 48, no. 1 (March 2022): 43–47, 
https://doi.org/10.1111/rsr.15735; Joseph Winters, “Rac(e)Ing from Death: Baldwin, Bataille, and the Anguish of 
the (Racialized) Human,” Journal of Religious Ethics 45, no. 2 (June 1, 2017): 380–405, 
https://doi.org/10.1111/jore.12182; J. Kameron Carter, “The Excremental Sacred: A Paraliturgy,” in Beyond Man, 
ed. Yountae An and Eleanor Craig (Duke University Press, 2021), 151–203, 
https://doi.org/10.1215/9781478021339-007; Danube Johnson, “Against the Proper Subject of the Summit: The 
Colonial Limits of Bataille’s ‘General Economy,’” Religious Studies Review 48, no. 1 (March 2022): 49–57, 
https://doi.org/10.1111/rsr.15736. 
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Orthodox Marxists were at a loss to explain why the deepening exploitation of the 

proletariat was leading the workers not to socialist revolution but to fascism’s acceleration of 

exploitation and degradation. In “The Psychological Structure of Fascism,” Bataille argues that 

fascism was so seductive to the workers and bosses alike because it promised to liberate the 

violent energies that liberalism struggles to repress. The leader promises limitless transgression, 

the swamping of a stultifying homogeneity by an excessive heterogeneity: “The affective flow 

uniting him with his partisans… is a function of the common consciousness of more and more 

violent, more and more excessive powers and energies accumulating in the person of the leader 

and becoming through him widely available”  (BOC I 348; VE 143). In “The Notion of 

Expenditure,” Bataille called for a new vision of revolution as sacrifice and loss rather than the 

utilitarian project of building a better world.85 Fascism is so seductive, in his analysis, because it 

appears to offer the total sacrifice he yearned for.  

This is the point at which Bataille’s readers sometimes bow out. He was obsessed with 

transgression, extreme violence, irrational revolt. He saw human society as necessarily driven by 

a will to loss, a deep sacrificial impulse according to which production and accumulation were 

mere means to a greater destruction. And he insisted that fascism was seductive and alluring, that 

it answered to deep human needs that liberalism hypocritically denied. Many readers take him as 

having succumbed to the seductions he describes.86 

 
85 Stefanos Geroulanos persuasively reads Bataille as trying to imagine an antidemocratic politics that would, 
despite its hostility to democracy, be neither fascism nor Stalinism. See Stefanos Geroulanos, “The Anthropology of 
Exit: Bataille on Heidegger and Fascism,” October 117 (July 2006): 3–24, 
https://doi.org/10.1162/octo.2006.117.1.3. 
86 Such as Richard Wolin, who reads Bataille as the herald of a “left fascism” that has infected “postmodern” writers 
to the present day. He consistently misunderstands Bataille’s descriptions of fascism’s strategies of seduction as 
confessions that he himself had been seduced by fascism. Wolin’s reading of Bataille is sloppy and sensationalist, 
but representative of attempts to paint Bataille as a fascist. Much more compelling are critiques like Carolyn Dean’s, 
who argues that Bataille’s celebrations of transgressive violence signified not secret fascist loyalty but an evasion of 
moral and political responsibility for the pseudo-action of avant-garde literature. I also disagree with Dean, as 
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But describing how fascism seduces is not the same thing as being seduced by fascism. 

You cannot fight what you do not understand, and Bataille worried that antifascism would be 

doomed to failure so long as it ignored fascism’s religious dimension. As Alexander Irwin puts 

it, Bataille found in the Durkheimean language of sacrifice and the sacred a new vocabulary 

beyond economic determinism that would not only help the left understand fascism, but that 

would also fuel a similarly religious resistance to it.87 

This doesn’t mean that Bataille’s religious critique of fascism is any less unsettling. In 

“The Psychological Structure of Fascism,” he claims that fascism is seductive because it 

promises to unleash the sacred energy of excessive violence. His critique of fascism is not that it 

is so violent but, disturbingly, it is not violent enough. Its seductions are a lie. Fascism gives vent 

to the violent excess of sacrifice and useless revolt only to yoke that energy to the ordered utility 

of leader and state. In Bataille’s technical language, fascism transmutes the revolting left sacred 

into the noble and glorious right sacred. In its fusion of religious and military power, “disgusting 

butchery radically transforms into its opposite, glory” (BOC I 357; VE 150). Fascism veils the 

horrifying reality of violence with a fantasy of mastery over violence. Fascism is seductive, for 

Bataille, because it makes use of the sacred, that excessive heterogeneity denied by the 

homogeneous world of liberal capitalism. But this is also what grounds Bataille’s resistance to 

fascism: it makes use of the sacred, instrumentalizing the left sacred in the name of the right 

 
should be clear from this chapter, but she at least reads Bataille closely. Richard Wolin, “Left Fascism: Georges 
Bataille and the German Ideology,” Constellations 2, no. 3 (October 1996): 397–428, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-
8675.1996.tb00037.x; Carolyn J. Dean, “Introduction,” Diacritics: A Review of Contemporary Criticism 26, no. 2 
(Summer 1996): 3–5; Carolyn J. Dean, The Self and Its Pleasure: Bataille, Lacan, and the History of the Decentered 
Subject (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1992). Geroulanos answers the question of Bataille’s supposed 
fascism decisively: “Bataille did not resemble French fascists: he was no nationalist, no anti-Semite, no 
antimaterialist… and hardly a supporter of moral rejuvenation. He did not move in fascist milieux, like Marcel Déat, 
Pierre Drieu La Rochelle, or Robert Brasillach.” To claim Bataille was a secret fascist is to admit a deep ignorance 
of the political fault lines dividing interwar French intellectuals. Geroulanos, “The Anthropology of Exit,” 5.  
87 Irwin, Saints of the Impossible, 16–17. 
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sacred. Fascism is thus an intensification of, not a true revolt against, the flattening homogeneity 

of liberalism.88 

“The Notion of Expenditure” ended with a call for a sacrificial revolution, one that would 

abolish capitalism and “realize a mode of expenditure as tragic and free as possible… capable of 

attracting with as binding a force as that which draws simple organisms toward the sun” (BOC I 

318; VE 128). Nine months later, after Hitler had taken control of Germany, Bataille had lost 

nearly all his revolutionary hopes. “The Psychological Structure of Fascism” ends by declaring 

“all hope in revolutionary movements that develop in a democracy is forbidden.” Yet he still 

holds out a dim flicker of faith: “it remains possible to envision, at least as a yet imprecise 

representation, forces of attraction different from those used so far, as different from present or 

even past communism as fascism is from dynastic claims” (BOC I 371; VE 159). If fascism 

functions by transmuting left sacred revolt into right sacred stasis, Bataille held out some hope 

for religious counter-communities that could transmute the sacred in the opposite direction, 

decomposing rigid social forms through tragic deployments of sacrifice. Such communities 

would be modelled on what the first Christians could have been but refused to become: the tragic 

cult of a useless god, a god who ceaselessly gives himself like a “rotten sun,” spitting his tongue 

in the face of every tyrant (BOC I 231; VE 57). As the 1930s dragged on and the hope of 

political opposition to fascism dwindled, Bataille dove deeper into studying the theology of 

fascism and dreaming up new antifascist theologies. He would hone his critique of fascism as a 

 
88 “Sovereignty for [Bataille] is authentic existence unbound by subjectivity and homogeneity—a kind of existence 
that has become impossible, that fascism pretends to promise yet makes all the more impossible.” Geroulanos, 
“Heterogeneities, Slave-Princes, and Marshall Plans,” 543. By describing fascism’s purported overthrow of 
liberalism as in fact an intensification of liberalism, Bataille—despite how idiosyncratic his critique is—actually is 
in the mainstream of leftist antifascists.  
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political manifestation of the Christian theology of salvation, and would ground his antifascism 

in what he called “the hatred of salvation.”89 

 

Fascism as salvation theology 

By 1937, Bataille had lost his dream of mass sacrificial revolt. His interest in a properly 

religious antifascism led him instead to form two groups: The Collège de Sociologie, the 

research group to whom he gave the “Power” lecture, and Acéphale, which was both a public 

journal exploring antifascist deployments of the sacred and a secret society dedicated to enacting 

them.90  

Acéphale marks a shift both in Bataille’s analysis of fascism and in his vision of effective 

resistance. The idea of the left and right sacred remains central, but the broad understanding of 

fascism as “religious” gives way to a more specific critique of its indebtedness to Christian 

theology. And Bataille’s antifascism also becomes more focused—if fascism is not just religious 

but specifically Christian, then it is specifically Christian theology, and not vague notions of 

religious energy, that must be redeployed against it.  

The name of the group already signals the heart of Bataille’s theological critique: 

Christianity’s theology of salvation and divine sovereignty, its concentration of power into a 

single “monocephalic” point, have conditioned those in the ruins of Christendom to imagine that 

 
89 Interestingly, Karl Barth also describes National Socialism as “a religious institution for and a message of 
salvation.” Unlike Bataille, Barth sees salvation as a site of contestation between fascism and antifascism—he tries 
to resist fascism not through a rejection of salvation, but through a reimagination of what salvation means. Barth, 
The Church and the Political Problem of Our Day, 43–44.  
90 For the history of the Collège de Sociologie, see Simonetta Falasca-Zamponi, Rethinking the Political: The 
Sacred, Aesthetic Politics, and the Collège de Sociologie, McGill-Queen’s Studies in the History of Ideas 55 
(Montréal ; Ithaca [N.Y.]: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2011); Weingrad, “The College of Sociology and the 
Institute of Social Research.” For the history of Acéphale, see the editors’ introduction to Georges Bataille, The 
Sacred Conspiracy: The Internal Papers of the Secret Society of Acéphale and Lectures to the College of Sociology, 
ed. Marina Galletti and Alastair Brotchie, trans. Natasha Lehrer, John Harman, and Meyer Barash (London: Atlas 
Press, 2017); and Allan Stoekl, “Reflections on Acéphale,” Religious Studies Review 48, no. 1 (March 2022): 7–13. 
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submission to power brings liberation from vulnerability and death.91 Alexander Irwin 

summarizes the critique well:  

Bataille saw in monotheistic Christianity the historical template of centralized, 
hierarchical domination, thus in a sense the very root of authoritarian politics. The 
worship of the Christian God established a pattern that culminated in the servile 
adoration of the Führer. Thus, to combat fascism required killing God: not merely 
as a theological postulate, but on the deeper level of ingrained psychological and 
social reflexes. (Irwin 47) 
 

Acéphale’s arcane rituals were meant to overturn these ingrained reflexes and initiate members 

into an “acephalic” theology of revolt. But so too were its public articles, where Bataille and the 

other members experimented with new forms of theological writing.  

The second issue of Acéphale contains a series of “Propositions on Fascism” and 

“Propositions on the Death of God” that lay out the group’s theological critique of fascism. The 

text opens with a quote from Nietzsche: “The most perfect organization of the universe can be 

called God.” This orients the group’s mystical Nietzscheanism as an attack on fascism’s 

Christian origins: “The fascism that recomposes society out of existing elements is the most 

closed form of organization, meaning the form of human existence closest to the eternal God” 

(BOC I 467; VE 197). Fascism, the article goes on to say, is “reduction to unity, the reduction of 

the world to God” (BOC I 469; VE 199). Against this “principle of the head,” the group 

positions the headless acéphale, whose image—a headless, disemboweled figure holding a 

flaming heart in one hand and a dagger in the other—graced the journal’s cover. 

The acéphale is a parody of the “cosmic Christ,” a human figure who is at the same time 

an image of the universe. “Universal existence, eternally incomplete, acephalic, a world like a 

 
91 As Mark Jordan puts it, for Acéphale fascism was a “decayed monotheism,” the Christian principle of divine 
sovereignty given its most naked political form. Mark D. Jordan, “Foucault’s Sacred Sociology,” in Negative 
Ecstasies: Georges Bataille and the Study of Religion, ed. Jeremy Biles and Kent Brintnall (New York: Fordham 
University Press, 2015), 169–81. 
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bleeding wound, endlessly creating and destroying particular finite beings” (BOC I 473; VE 

201). This vision of the universe as a bleeding wound affirms mortality and vulnerability over 

any fantasy of eternal stasis.92 Bataille calls this an affirmation of “ecstatic time,” which is as 

different from the static “time of philosophers… as the christ of erotic saints is from the God of 

the Greek philosophers.” Bataille’s Summa will make much more of this opposition between “the 

christ of erotic saints” and the God of philosophy and theology, but already Acéphale insists that 

rejecting God and choosing this “christ” is central to the struggle against fascism:  

War, to the extent that it is the will to assure the permanence of a nation, the 
nation that is sovereignty and the demand for inalterability, the authority of divine 
right and of God himself, represents the desperate obstinance of man opposing the 
exuberant power of time and finding security in an immobile and almost 
somnolent erection. (BOC I 471; VE 200) 
 
War, nationalism, and theology stem from the same “demand for inalterability,” the 

retreat from vulnerability and chance into a fearful fantasy of masculine security.93 This is, 

ultimately, a flight from death. “National and military existence are present in the world to try to 

deny death by reducing it to a component of a glory without anguish” (BOC I 471; VE 200). A 

glory without anguish is how Bataille had described fascism’s religious energy in “The 

Psychological Structure of Fascism”: in the crucible of the leader’s will, ““disgusting butchery 

radically transforms into its opposite, glory” (BOC I 357; VE 150). This time, he attends to the 

specifically Christian theological roots of glory. The final proposition on the death of God 

connects fascism’s will to stasis (the static eternity of the “Thousand Year Reich”) to the roots of 

Christian theology. At the height of Christian Rome, Augustine of Hippo opened his Confessions 

 
92 A paragraph ultimately removed from the article states “religion can only signify for us” those transient 
movements of laughter, tears, and eroticism that “represent the annihilation of everything which would impose its 
permanence” (BOC I 679n7).  
93 Hildegund Keul situates Bataille in relation to contemporary theories of vulnerability in Vulnerabilität, Vulneranz 
Und Selbstverschwendung Nach Georges Bataille (Würzburg: Würzburg University Press, 2021), though her 
insistence on how Bataillean vulnerability and self-shattering can achieve certain desired therapeutic ends seems to 
miss how central uselessness and the refusal of project is to Bataille’s work. 
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with a prayer: “Thou hast formed us for Thyself, and our hearts are restless till they find rest in 

Thee.” For Bataille, this desire for rest through submission to power perfectly captures the 

political theology running through the Roman Empire to the Third Reich. “The search for God, 

for the absence of movement, for tranquility, is the fear that has shipwrecked all attempts at 

universal community,” he writes. “Man’s heart is uneasy not only until the moment when it rests 

in God: God’s universality still remains for it a source of unease, and peace only comes if God 

lets himself be locked up in the isolation and profoundly immobile permanence of a group’s 

military existence” (BOC I 473; VE 201).  

Fascism is the most recent and the most brutal political form of Christianity’s 

“monocephalic” theology. But in “Propositions,” as in the “Power” lecture a year later, Bataille 

reveals an ambivalence towards Christian theology. There’s the possibility that “the christ of 

erotic saints” might be in excess of the monocephalic God of philosophers. And the final 

proposition, before declaring that “true universality is the death of God,” claims that God’s 

universality itself produces the “uneasiness” that seeks relief in fascist militarism. If Christian 

salvation theology, rooted in the first Christians’ betrayal of the cross, structured the 

psychological and social reflexes of servility and violence that gave fascism its seductive power, 

then perhaps these reflexes could be resisted by restaging the cross in a non-salvific way.  

 

Plundering Christianity’s last treasures 

In September 1937, Bataille circulated a call for papers among the members of Acéphale, 

planning a secret issue “for internal circulation only.” The issue would be on “the CRUCIFIED.” 

He wanted to gather spiritual meditations on the death of Jesus. Bataille knew that this would 

disturb the members of Acéphale, most of whom despised Christianity as much as he did. But he 
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warned them that dismissing the crucifixion in contempt or disgust would only repeat 

Christianity’s founding move of turning away from the cross. Truly overcoming Christianity 

would mean, paradoxically, fixing one’s gaze on the cross and feeling compassion for Jesus’ 

sufferings. “We cannot contemplate the Crucified with the cold or kindly irony of men of reason: 

we cannot remain so indifferent to such agony.” And while “it seems doubtful that we’ll get 

beyond our disgust… we cannot let this flesh remain at a summit that we perceive as being 

behind us” (AS 394; SC 229). He wanted instead to “finish the atheist’s meditation before the 

cross,” to feel the abyssal horror and despair that Christianity, enlightened atheism, and fascist 

pseudo-paganism all denied. “Christianity has perverted the best things: it has perverted death,” 

transforming it from the mark of our finitude into the doorway to immortality. “It’s time to 

violently plunder its last treasures” (AS 394; SC 230).94 

No copies of this secret issue survive. We have two possible drafts of crucifixion 

meditations, by Pierre Andler and Henri Dussat. Andler’s brief text criticizes Christianity’s 

reframing of the cross as the sign of redemption and hope. “We who do not wish to cleanse 

ourselves of all filth and who are beyond all hope may reflect, with neither pity nor hatred, on the 

useless death of the Crucified Christ.” He doesn’t deny that “this blood and this body in death” 

have “their miraculous qualities.” But while Christianity is “born out of the horror and absolute 

 
94 Arguably Bataille’s earliest (and most disgusting) sustained rewriting of the crucifixion is in the brief section of 
“The Pineal Eye” titled “The Sacrifice of the Gibbon,” written around 1930. There, the death of the gibbon is clearly 
meant to recall Jesus’ death: three men “tie her with long cords… with her legs folded back against her body—the 
three men tie her upside down to a stake planted in the middle of the pit.” Just as Jesus’ death in the gospels is 
accompanied by the tearing of the temple veil and the darkening of the sky, at the gibbon’s death “existence itself 
shudders,” “with signs infinitely more difficult to perceive.” And just as the blood and water pouring from Jesus’ 
pierced side signifies the birth of the church, the “stinking brown flames” pouring from “the filthy, beautifully 
blood-colored solar prominence” bind the onlookers together: “these unheard-of events had set off orgasms, each 
more suffocating and spasmodic than its predecessor, in the circle of unfortunate observers” (VE 85-86, 88). 
Already in 1930, Bataille insists that this kind of parodic resignification of the cross is politically serious: 
“mathematical military truth is contrasted with the excremental orifice of the ape… the universe that seemed 
menaced by human splendor in a pitifully imperative form receives no other response than the unintelligible 
discharge of a burst of laughter” (VE 87). There is perhaps a way of reading Acéphale’s final moment as Bataille’s 
attempt to live out this story—with himself as the gibbon. 



 57 
 

improbability of his death throes,” the acephalic faith Andler wants would “smile before the 

cross,” a “mocking, almost imperceptible smile.” (SC 230) Dussat’s meditation is much longer, 

and focuses on “the sinner’s heart” at the foot of the cross. He describes the death of Jesus as a 

moment of communication: “in the solitude of the Crucified the solitude of the sinner’s heart is 

shattered.” This communication, shattering and tragic as it is, is experienced by the sinner as 

“sweetness”; Jesus’ lamentation “echoes delightfully, through all the tears, in the sinner’s heart.” 

Dussat describes “a sense of gloating joy” at “the wretched spectacle,” mixed with a “contempt” 

and “shame” for the religion “of our fathers.” (AS 414-419; SC 239-242) 

The two surviving meditations bear all the hallmarks of Acéphale—tragedy, 

communication, filth, uselessness. But they miss the point of the proposed issue. Bataille had 

wanted Acéphale to be a repetition of the disciples at the foot of the cross, with a crucial 

difference: this time, they would have the strength to mourn. What he got was more of the same. 

With Andler’s “mocking smile” and Dussat’s “gloating joy,” Acéphale stood before the cross 

much like the first Christians: looking past the suffering of another and seeing only the increase 

of their own power. 

 

“An apotheosis of the perishable” 

After the “Power” lecture and after the failed crucifixion issue, the journal Acéphale had 

no new issues for two years. The fifth and final Acéphale appeared in June 1939. Unlike the 

previous issues, Bataille wrote this one entirely alone, and no advertisements for other journals 

appear (SC 409). Within a month, both Acéphale and the Collège would cease to exist. War was 

fast approaching, and members of both groups were called up for military service around France 

and abroad. More than that, Bataille’s thought and practice were headed somewhere his friends 
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couldn’t follow. Seven months earlier, his friend and lover Laure (Colette Peignot) had died of 

tuberculosis. Laure was a member of Acéphale and friends with Simone Weil, her writings on 

the sacred deeply informed Bataille’s own thought, and her loss left him shattered. In the wake of 

her death, he devoted himself to increasingly extreme and bizarre mystical practices. In the final 

issue of Acéphale, in a series of meditations titled “The Practice of Joy before Death,” he 

combined his loneliness and his terror at the fast-approaching war into another attempt at 

repeating the crucifixion beyond hope of salvation. 

The crucifixion issue was supposed to “make use” of “an obsession that is so deeply 

marked with blood,” snatching back Christianity’s treasures by violent means and deploying the 

cross’s sacrificial energy against the monocephalic theology of fascism. That issue failed 

because the meditators repeated the founding error of Christianity, reinterpreting Jesus’ tragic 

death as an occasion for their own self-aggrandizement. In the “Joy before Death” meditations, 

Bataille tries a new approach, one he will carry forward in the Atheological Summa. Perhaps the 

cross is simply too laden with theological baggage to ever mean anything but a means to 

salvation. A non-salvific atheology of the cross might need a crucifixion that isn’t the 

Crucifixion. If the cross is to be repeated otherwise, it might need to be wholly defamiliarized. 

As Amy Hollywood puts it in her reading of Bataille, 

In order to reenact the meditative and writing practices of medieval mysticism, 
Bataille must defamiliarize the crucifixion, whose cultural ubiquity has come to 
obscure the horrors of bodily torture that it represents… [O]ther images of 
woundedness and laceration must take the place of the Christ figure.95 
 

In “The Practice of Joy before Death,” Bataille tries to meditate on himself as a lacerated anti-

Christ. 

 
95 Amy Hollywood, Sensible Ecstasy: Mysticism, Sexual Difference, and the Demands of History (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2002), 73. 
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In a brief article accompanying the meditations, titled “The Threat of War,” Bataille 

opposes fascist militarism to an imagined religious community. “It is impossible to remain 

alone,” he announces from his terrible loneliness. “A veritable Church must be formed, laying 

claims to a ‘spiritual power’ and at the same time establishing a force that can be developed and 

is capable of influencing others” (SC 429). In the meditations, Bataille presents himself as an 

Ignatius of the left sacred, guiding his followers to lacerate themselves in contemplation of an 

acephalic crucifixion.  

The meditations begin by bringing the mystic to find harmony with universal violence, 

imagining “nature as a play of forces expressed in a multiple and never-ending death agony.” “I 

AM joy before death,” the mystic repeats. “The depths of the sky, wasted space, this is joy 

before death: everything is profoundly cracked” (BOC I 555, SC 435). The profound brokenness 

of everything leads the mystic to an experience of the world’s transience: “All that exists 

destroying itself, consuming itself and dying, each instant only bringing itself forth in the 

annihilation of the preceding instant and itself only existing with mortal wounds.” This, in turn, 

leads the mystic to accept their own transience: “I too destroying and consuming myself 

endlessly within myself in a great festival of blood” (BOC I 556, SC 435). 

A second meditation, titled “Heraclitean Meditation,” brings this mysticism of violence 

to the looming war. “I MYSELF AM WAR,” it begins. Bataille unites his childhood memories 

of the first world war to an apocalyptic anticipation of another: “I represent to myself the gift of 

an infinite suffering, of blood and open bodies, in the image of an ejaculation, knocking down 

the one it shakes and abandoning him to an exhaustion charged with nausea.” The chaos of the 

coming war mimics the chaos of an acephalic universe, “formed of innumerable stars, spinning 

out and losing themselves and consuming themselves without measure” (BOC I 557, SC 437). 
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Despite what it might seem, the point of these meditations is not to glory in war’s 

violence, but to redirect that violence towards the self. “I picture myself covered with blood, 

broken but transfigured and in accord with the world, at once a victim and one of the jaws of 

TIME which is endlessly killing and endlessly killed” (BOC I 557-58, SC 437). Unlike the failed 

crucifixion meditations, which used suffering and death to shore up the self, Bataille hoped these 

meditations would lead the reader to a “loss of self.” Precisely because of its unflinching 

attention to blood and horror, “‘Joy before death’ means that life can be glorified from root to 

summit.” Against “substance, God, immutable order, or salvation,” against “all that is beyond,” 

his cosmic auto-crucifixion is “an apotheosis of the perishable” (BOC I 554, SC 433). But when 

war finally came to Europe, Bataille’s interest in war—and in politics—vanished. He retreated 

even deeper into mysticism. His contemporaries like Jean-Paul Sartre and later readers like Allan 

Stoekl and Carolyn Dean criticize Bataille for retreating from action at a moment when moral 

and political action were more necessary than ever.96 But turning away from war and action was, 

for Bataille, a deepening of the tragic theological commitments that were necessary in the 

struggle against fascism. In Bataille’s wartime writings, Alexander Irwin writes, “the retreat 

begins to feel distinctly like an attack,” as “Bataille used his text to stage in as ostentatious a 

manner as possible his own turning away from war toward the ‘burning love’ modeled by 

mystics.”97 As the world came to look more and more like “infinite suffering,” Bataille’s 

resignification of the crucifixion sought to internalize war’s violence in a moment of self-

shattering compassion. 

 
96 Jean-Paul Sartre, “A New Mystic,” in Critical Essays (Situations I), trans. Chris Turner (London: Seagull Books, 
2010), 219–94; Dean, “Introduction”; Allan Stoekl, “Betrayal in the Later Bataille,” in Politics, Writing, Mutilation: 
The Cases of Bataille, Blanchot, Roussel, Leiris, and Ponge, 1985, 89–103. 
97 Irwin, Saints of the Impossible, 134. See also Hollywood, Sensible Ecstasy; Peter Tracey Connor, Georges 
Bataille and the Mysticism of Sin (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2000); Jordan, “Foucault’s Sacred 
Sociology.” 
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Christianity drunk to the lees 

Tears, death, and God: Origins of the Atheological Summa 

At 5:00 p.m. on September 3, 1939, France formally declared war on Germany. Two 

days later, Bataille started a diary. He would eventually compile his diary entries into a 

multivolume project titled La Somme athéologique: the Atheological Summa, a parodic 

subversion of one of the most influential works of Christian theology. “The date I begin writing 

(5 September 1939) is not a coincidence,” reads the first entry.  

I begin because of events, but not to speak of them. I write these notes incapable 
of anything else. From now on I must let myself go in movements of freedom, of 
caprice. Suddenly the time has come for me to speak without detour. 
 
It is impossible for me to read. At least most books. I don’t want to. An excess of 
work tires me. My nerves are shattered. I get drunk a lot. I feel I’m being faithful 
to life if I eat and drink whatever I want. Life is always enchanting, a festival, a 
feast: an oppressing, unintelligible dream nonetheless enriched by a charm that I 
enjoy. The feeling of chance demands that I face a difficult fate. It wouldn’t be 
about chance if there weren’t an incontestable madness.  
 
Standing on a crowded train, I started reading Angela of Foligno’s Book of 
Visions. 
 
I’m copying it down, unable to say how much I’m burning: the veil is torn, I’m 
coming out of the fog where my impotence thrashes. (BOC V 245, G 9) 
 

The chaos of war drives Bataille to his most sustained engagement with Christian theology. In 

Angela of Foligno, he finds a mystical devotion to the crucifixion that comes closest to the tragic 

and nonsalvific reimagining of Christianity he called for in the “Power” lecture. But the 

Summa’s textual “community”—Bataille, Angela, Nietzsche, Blanchot, Proust, unknown future 

readers—deepened at the same time that his communities with his living friends, Acéphale and 

the College of Sociology, fell apart. Some of Bataille’s friends were called up for military 

service, some were driven away by his domineering personality and increasingly extreme views, 
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some fled once the Nazis invaded. Sick with tuberculosis, Bataille could neither fight nor flee, 

and the years he composed the Atheological Summa were years of loneliness and fear. 

The Summa is, on one level, the diary of a sick and disturbed man living through a sick 

and disturbed time. Bataille records getting drunk and going to orgies, being racked with 

tuberculosis, meditating on absurd images like becoming an enormous penis, reading tabloid 

accounts of serial killers, and pulling out his own tooth—all while war, occupation, resistance, 

and genocide churn around him. But the Summa is fundamentally a work of mourning. In 1960, 

Bataille published a provisional introduction to the Summa in the Nouvelle Revue Française, 

discussing the project’s origins. “Practically, the author formed this book from the ‘journal’ he 

wrote, determined by a movement he was not able to dominate, from the day the war broke 

out… He had only to erase the passages that spoke of a third party (particularly the dead woman 

whom his friend, Michel Leiris, alluded to in The Rules of the Game)” BOC V 494; G 153-4). 

This unnamed dead woman, whose every mention was scrubbed from the published volumes of 

the Summa, is Laure. She died a year before any of the Summa’s diary entries were written, but 

Bataille’s “new theology” is indebted to her writings on the sacred, and the pain of her absence 

haunts every page. The 1960 introduction makes clear how central her loss is to the theological 

vision of the Summa: “This book is violently dominated by tears; it is violently dominated by 

death. Today the author is struck by the fact that Guilty, alongside tears and death, is dominated 

by the representation of God” (BOC V 494; G 154). The Atheological Summa parodies 

Aquinas’s Summa Theologiae by being deliberately absurd and fragmentary where the latter is 

pious and systematic. But if there is anything at all holding together Bataille’s “new theology,” it 

is tears, death, and God. Bataille’s atheology is a theology of mourning, aimed like a weapon at 

the theology of salvation. 
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The theology of salvation, after all, institutionalized Christianity’s initial failure to 

mourn. Salvation (at least in Bataille’s reading) promises that present suffering will be 

transmuted into future glory through an exercise of infinite power—thus forming the pattern for 

fascism’s instrumentalization of violence and divinization of power. Bataille had suggested in his 

lecture on “Power” that fascism could be resisted by restaging the crucifixion. This time, the 

sacred community would refuse to look away from the excessive suffering—the horror would 

shatter their fantasized coherence and sovereignty, allowing them to “communicate” in sorrowful 

compassion. (I’ll argue later that Bataille’s friends in Acéphale actually did give him such a 

restaging, though he could not see it at the time.) Grieving and abandoned, mourning Laure, 

Bataille eventually comes to a theological affirmation of the inseparability of love and loss. His 

Summa resists the political theology of salvation with what he calls “the will to chance”—what 

he also calls, in rare moments, grace. 

 

“NO LONGER WANTING TO BE EVERYTHING” 

The Summa is a purposefully anti-systematic work, but in the first volume, Inner 

Experience, Bataille lays out three principles for what he calls “the new theology.” This new 

theology must: 

—have its principle and its end in the absence of salvation, in the renunciation of 
all hope, 
—affirm of inner experience that it is authority (but all authority expiates itself), 
—be contestation of itself and non-knowledge. (BOC V 120; IE 102) 
 

The new theology resists salvation, authority, and stasis. Elsewhere in Inner Experience, Bataille  

condenses his new antifascist theology into the formula “the hatred of salvation”: “NO 

LONGER WANTING TO BE EVERYTHING, this is the hatred of salvation” (BOC V 427, IE 

174). The preface spells this out a bit more. “We have in fact only two certainties in this world—



 64 
 

that we are not everything and that we will die.” The will to salvation arises from the suffering 

these certainties produce, from “the astonishment at not being everything, even at having concise 

limits” (BOC V 10, IE xxxii). The desire to be everything is the desire to transcend the finitude 

and fallibility of human existence into an imaginary totality—a theological desire that fascist 

politics promises to satisfy with “the isolation and profoundly immobile permanence of a group’s 

military existence” (BOC I 473; VE 201). With his mystical writings, Bataille wants to 

communicate to his reader an experience of “what is there”: the vulnerability and finitude of life, 

with all its beauty and terror.98 

Elsewhere in the Summa, Bataille discusses the will to salvation in terms of project and 

utility. Salvation, he says, is “the summit of all possible project and the height of matters relating 

to projects” (IE 47). “Project,” for Bataille, names the subordination of an actually existing 

present to a fantasized future.  Project “is a way of being in paradoxical time: it is the putting off 

of existence to a later point” (IE 46). Here he seems to be drawing on Nietzsche’s critique of the 

“ascetic ideal.” The ascetic, Nietzsche says, “relates our life (together with that to which it 

belongs: ‘nature,’ ‘world,’ the entire sphere of becoming and of transitoriness) to an entirely 

different kind of existence, which it opposes and excludes.” The ascetic rejects the actual world 

of transitoriness and change in favor of an imagined world of eternal stasis, and “treats life as a 

wrong path that one must finally retrace back to the point where it begins.”99 The summit of 

project is salvation, and Bataille sees its political expression in fascism, as fascism most nakedly 

instrumentalizes violence and reduces all of humanity to disposable raw materials for the 

 
98 The links between the desire to be everything, the desire for immortality, and the desire for purity are clarified in 
Joseph Winters, “Rac(e)Ing from Death: Baldwin, Bataille, and the Anguish of the (Racialized) Human,” Journal of 
Religious Ethics 45, no. 2 (June 1, 2017): 380–405, https://doi.org/10.1111/jore.12182. 
99 Friedrich Wilhelm Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Morality: A Polemic, trans. Maudemarie Clark and Alan J. 
Swensen (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett Publishing Company, 1998), 83. 
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building of a glorious future. Thus fascism is “the form of human existence closest to the eternal 

God” (BOC I 467; VE 197). 

Salvation, as the summit of project’s subordination of the present to an imagined future, 

is more than anything a narrative structure. Salvific narratives strip present suffering of its horror 

by reframing it as moment on the way to glory. This is in line with Leo Bersani’s critique of 

literary “redemption”: the way certain works of art repeat traumatic experiences (war, violence, 

sexuality) in order to fit them into a meaningful narrative.100 But trauma is fundamentally 

meaningless; trying to squeeze it into a meaningful narrative means looking past the real to an 

imaginary beyond—just as, for Bataille, Christianity’s ritual repetition of Jesus’ death is a 

strategy of refusing that death’s shattering trauma for a fantasy of permanence. “The sacrifice of 

the mass, which represents the real execution of Jesus, is still only a symbol of the infinite 

renewal of the Church” (BOC VI 53; ON 32).  

Yet as always, Bataille’s hostility to Christianity is deeply ambivalent. If salvation is “the 

summit of all possible project,” it can also become, “at the extreme limit,” “the hatred of all 

project,” even the hatred “of salvation itself.” Bataille seems to be thinking of saints like 

Christina the Astonishing, who renounced her own salvation in her desire to abandon self-will to 

God’s will.101 “Drunk to the lees,” Bataille writes, “Christianity is absence of salvation, despair 

of God” (BOC V 61; IE 47). 

 
100 Leo Bersani, “Literature and History: Malraux and Bataille,” in The Culture of Redemption (Cambridge, Mass: 
Harvard University Press, 1990), 102–24. 
101 Amy Hollywood and Rachel Smith, “Christology,” in The Oxford Handbook of Mystical Theology, ed. Edward 
Howells and Mark A. McIntosh (Oxford University Press, 2020), 492–93, 
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780198722380.013.25. Christina’s renunciation of salvation is itself ambivalent. 
Thomas of Cantimpré, Christina’s hagiographer, records that God told her at death that after returning to life and 
undergoing vicarious suffering for souls in purgatory, she would “return to me, having accumulated for yourself a 
reward of such great profit.” Bataille could not have known this at the time, but Simone Weil’s renunciation of 
salvation is closer to his “Christianity drunk to the lees.” As she writes in a 1942 letter to Joseph-Marie Perrin, “If I 
had my eternal salvation placed in front of me on this table, and if I only had to stretch out my hand to take it, I 
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The Summa tries to resist fascism’s secularized salvation theology by drinking 

Christianity to the lees, reworking theology away from the “desire to be everything” and towards 

an affirmation of perishability, incompletion, and finitude. In On Nietzsche, Bataille borrows a 

term from Nietzsche and names his effort “hyperchristianity.” Whereas “the God of theology and 

reason is never risked” (BOC V 328, G 75), in Bataille’s hyperchristianity “God’s essence is to 

be continuously ‘risked,’ to be ‘put into play’” (BOC VI 85, ON 70). In a rare moment that reads 

almost like scriptural commentary, Bataille locates the conflict between the desire for everything 

and an acephalic desire for incompletion within Scripture itself:  

Nothing stops, if not for a time. Peter wanted, on Mount Tabor, to set up tents, in 
order jealously to shield divine light. However, thirsting for radient peace, already 
his steps led him to Golgotha (to the dark wind, to the exhaustion of lamma 
sabachtani. (BOC V 121; IE 103) 
 

Peter on Mount Tabor foreshadows the fundamental failure of Christianity: he turns away from 

“the dark wind” of Jesus’ agony and death, instead striving in vain to nail down an unending 

“divine light.” This moment comes after Peter rebukes Jesus for speaking of his looming death 

and before he abandons him in his powerlessness. The will to salvation, for Bataille, is a desire 

“to be everything,” a desire for tranquility and “profoundly immobile permanence.” Christian 

theology, in his telling, is motivated by “the will to escape, through asceticism, a state wherein 

fragility, nonsubstance, is painful” BOC V 259, G 19). And this ascetic flight from painful 

fragility finds its purest political expression in fascism’s totalitarian fantasies of purity, its 

pageantry of innumerable uniformed soldiers marching in lockstep, its servile violence meted out 

on those imagined to be agents of degeneration and decay. 

 

 
would not put out my hand so long as I had not received the order to do so.” Simone Weil, Waiting for God, trans. 
Emma Craufurd (New York: Routledge, 2021), 15. 
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Incompletion 

Further on in the Summa, Bataille draws the connection between fascism, completion, 

and Christianity’s betrayal of the cross: 

Theology maintains the principle of a completed world, for all time, in all places, 
even in the night of Golgotha. It suffices that God exists. God must be killed to 
perceive the world in the infirmity of incompletion. The thought then imposes 
itself that the world must be completed, at any price, but the impossible is there, 
incompletion. Everything real is shattered, is cracked. (BOC V 262, G 22) 
 

The incompletion and perishability of all things generates an anxious desire that the world be 

completed “at any price,” an anxiety fueling fascism’s fantasy of eternal stasis through violence. 

The danger with theology’s salvific narrative of completion, for Bataille, is that it denigrates the 

real stuff of our lives—incompletion, change, vulnerability, mortality—as defects that a perfect 

God does not share. The fantasy of perfect completion reduces the world of becoming and 

passing away to mere appearances veiling a stable substance beyond or behind them. As in his 

critique of fascism, Bataille sees theology’s notion of God as complete and immutable substance 

as pushing us to look past the real suffering in front of us—what he calls “what is there”—and 

see instead imaginary glory.  

Imperishable substance is, he argues, pure fantasy. “What we call substance is only a 

provisional state of equilibrium between the radiance (loss) and the accumulation of force” 

(BOC V 250; G 13). Particular beings don’t share some unchanging substance called “Being.” 

Instead what all beings have in common is their arising and passing away.102 “The universe is no 

 
102 In addition to medieval Christian mysticism, Bataille’s Summa is influenced by D. T. Suzuki’s popularizations of 
Japanese Buddhism. Bataille’s rejection of substance for universal transience is surprisingly similar to what his 
contemporary Tanabe Hajime called “absolute nothingness,” though there’s no evidence Bataille knew of Tanabe, or 
of Japanese thought beyond Suzuki. See Hajime Tanabe, Philosophy as Metanoetics, trans. Yoshinori Takeuchi 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1986). For Suzuki’s positive view of Nazi Germany, see Brian A. 
Victoria, “Was D. T. Suzuki a Nazi Sympathizer?,” in Beyond Zen, ed. John Breen, Fumihiko Sueki, and Shōji 
Yamada (University of Hawaii Press, 2022), 84–107, https://doi.org/10.1515/9780824892210-007. For a reading of 
Bataille’s notion of nothingness, though one that puts him in conversation with Meister Eckhart rather than Japanese 
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more reducible to this lax notion of substance than to a burst of laughter, or kisses,” Bataille 

writes. Brief moments of laughter, kisses, suffering, and death express what the world is better 

than the notion of permanent substance because of their brevity—because they, like everything 

else, do not last (BOC V 251, G 14).  

The Summa is a diary, and Bataille illustrates his politico-theological critique of 

“completion” by reflecting on a train ride as he pulls into St. Lazare Station—one of the major 

stations in Paris, where Bataille was helping the Jewish musician René Leibowitz hide with his 

wife; a site of friendship and risk, companionship and violence.103 Pulling into the station, he 

writes,  

I distance myself from the weakness that would see this as insignificant in the 
immensity of the universe. If we lend the universe the value of a complete totality, 
it’s possible, but if there is only a portion of an incomplete universe, each part 
doesn’t have less meaning than the whole. I would be ashamed to search in 
ecstasy for a truth that, raising me to the level of a complete universe, would deny 
meaning to “a train enters a station.” (BOC V 266, G 25-26) 
 

The idea of completion, Bataille worries, reduces everything that exists to a mere part of the 

whole. Nazi ideologues saw individual human beings as negligible specks tossed about in the 

millennia-spanning churn of the great Rassenkampf. But the will to completion extends beyond 

Nazism, from the Soviets’ notion of world-historical productive forces to liberalism’s fantasy of 

unending progress—fascism is simply its most vulgar and brutal expression.  

Salvation is a narrative structure, and above all a narrative about history. As the “summit 

of all possible project,” the summit of putting off existence to a later point, the narrative of 

salvation subordinates present chaos and suffering to an imagined future of necessity and stasis. 

 
thought, see Elisa Heinämäki, “Nothing Distinguishes Us from God: Bataille, Mysticism, and Divine Nothingness,” 
Angelaki 17, no. 3 (September 2012): 113–22, https://doi.org/10.1080/0969725X.2012.722401. 
103 Reinhard Kapp, “Shades of the Double’s Original: René Leibowitz’s Dispute with Boulez,” Tempo, no. 165 (June 
1988): 2–16. 
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For this reason, Bataille’s “hatred of salvation” takes the form of what he calls “the will to 

chance.” In the Summa, he dwells on the utter unknowability of the future. “History is 

incomplete,” he writes in Guilty. “When this book is read, the smallest schoolboy will know the 

outcome of the current war; at the moment I am writing, nothing can give me the schoolboy’s 

knowledge” (BOC V 261-2; G 21-2) Recall that, for Bataille, fascism seduces by transmuting the 

chaos of violence and chance into a fantasy of mastery. But the incompletion of history reveals 

the emptiness of mastery. Even the most powerful leaders cannot know what a future child will 

know. For Bataille, the will to completion is rooted in the refusal to see “what is there,” the 

vulnerability and suffering of another. Those who claim historical certainty, the self-professed 

masters who bend history to their will, look past the present reality of “what is there” to a future 

that is only ever imaginary.  

This refusal to see the suffering of another runs deeper than the crisis of fascism. It is, 

after all, the founding failure of Christianity. For Bataille, it is as hard to look at suffering as it is 

to look at the sun: “my eyes rebel.” Even what we might think of as acts of compassion, such as 

working to lessen the suffering of others, are suspicious in Bataille’s eyes, as they may be rooted 

in a refusal to see. “Before excessive cruelty, either of men or of fate, it is natural to rebel, to cry 

out (our hearts fail): ‘That can no longer be!’” But too often such a supposedly moral reaction to 

another’s suffering is less about protecting the other than protecting the self. “That in me which 

weeps and damns, it is my wish to sleep in peace, my fury at being disturbed” (BOC V 141; IE 

121).  

Bataille titles the Summa’s second volume Le coupable, “The Guilty One,” because there 

he tries to overcome this “desire to sleep in peace” by intensifying his feelings of survivor’s 
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guilt. He records going on a walk and looking up at a roof, seeing large hooks that were installed 

to hold poles that keep snow from falling onto the sidewalk. 

Suppose a man fell from up there, by chance he might hook onto one of them by 
the arm or leg. Falling from the roof of a house, I would crash to the ground. But 
if a hook were there, I could stop my fall! 
 
A bit later, I might think: “One day an architect planned this hook without which I 
would be dead. I should be dead: it’s nothing, I’m alive, someone put a hook up 
there.” 
 
My presence and my life would be ineluctable: but I don’t know how impossible, 
how inconceivable the principle would be. 
 
I see now, picturing the momentum of the fall, that nothing is in the world if not 
for having encountered a hook. (BOC V 315; G 65)  
 

Bataille survives the Nazi invasion and occupation, he survives while tens of thousands of Jews 

are deported from France and murdered. Reflecting on the hook, he insists that no reason can be 

given for his survival while others die. He lived and millions died. That has no meaning, it 

cannot be rationalized, it cannot be understood. He compares any effort to give sense to senseless 

slaughter to the theologies of providence, which transform chance into the sovereign will of God: 

“In ambiguous judgment, value is no longer conditional, the good—which we are—is not a 

chance but something owed, it is being responding to the necessity of being: all things are 

combined, fixed, as if arranged by a God toward unquestionable ends” (BOC V 312; G 62). 

Fantasies of divine sovereignty transmute blind chance into deservedness. Against this, Bataille’s 

“new theology” looks for mystical ecstasy in the very experience of guilt and chance: 

THE OBJECT OF ECSTASY IS THE ABSENCE OF A RESPONSE FROM 
OUTSIDE. THE INEXPLICABLE PRESENCE OF A HUMAN BEING IS THE 
RESPONSE GIVEN BY THE WILL, SUSPENDED IN THE VOID OF AN 
UNINTELLIGIBLE NIGHT; THIS NIGHT, FROM END TO END, HAS THE 
IMPUDENCE OF A HOOK. (BOC V 320; G 69) 
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Of course, as Amy Hollywood points out, it is not pure chance that the Jews of France 

were tortured and killed while Bataille was largely left alone. They suffered because they were 

Jews, and Bataille was spared because he was not. But Bataille’s point, as Hollywood goes on to 

say, is a deeper critique of the narrativization of suffering.104 To explain the reasons why this 

particular person is more likely to suffer than another risks covering over the shattering horror of 

their suffering by reducing them to a statistic, to a part of a whole, to a mere moment in a broader 

story, to a call for political action.  

As always, for Bataille this impulse has theological roots: “The God of theology is only 

the response to the nostalgia that the self has for finally being taken out of play” (BOC V 328; G 

75). Transforming the will to salvation into the will to chance is also a theological operation. 

“There is no being without a crack,” he writes, “but we go from enduring the crack, the decline, 

to glory (the beloved crack)” (BOC V 259; G 19). And again, Bataille is ambivalent about 

whether Christianity can love incompletion in this way. Though Christianity is governed by a 

salvific “will to escape” fragility and nonsubstance, it also proclaims the divinity of a lacerated 

and dying man. “There is no greater desire than that of a wounded person for another wound,” 

Bataille writes, and “the crucifixion is the wound through which the believer communicates with 

God” (BOC V 267; G 27) In mystics like Angela, Bataille finds a form of Christianity that comes 

close to renouncing salvation for wounded communication.  

 

“What is there” 

Just like Bataille’s prewar works, the Summa keeps open the possibility that a restaging 

of the crucifixion, this time in a tragic key, could contest fascism’s salvific political theology 

 
104 Hollywood, Sensible Ecstasy, 83. 
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with the sacrificial energy of revolt, compassion, and mourning. But while 1938’s “Power” 

lecture tended to assume that the crucifixion’s initial moment of left sacred potential had been 

forever squandered, Bataille’s close reading of Angela in 1939 opens him to the possibility that 

medieval mysticism had kept this potential alive. The first diary entry tells of how Angela’s 

devotion to the crucifixion awakened in Bataille “a love so burning” (BOC V 245; G 9). Five 

years later, in 1944, Bataille writes: “More than any of the faithful, a Christian mystic crucifies 

Jesus. Their very love demands of God that He risk Himself, that he cry out his despair from the 

cross” (BOC VI 52; ON 31). Mystics like Angela seem to preserve the tragic community of 

mourners that Bataille claimed Christianity refused to be: their excessive experiences of 

compassion for Christ’s anguish give a glimpse of a nonsalvific theology, against “the God of 

theology and reason” who “never risks Himself” (BOC V 328; G 75). Bataille’s earlier work had 

suggested a confrontation between “the christ of erotic saints” and “the God of the Greek 

philosophers.” His reading of Angela stages this confrontation. By focusing her attention so 

resolutely on the abject sufferings of Jesus, and in her mystical visions in which any God beyond 

this dying man is described as nothingness,105 Angela’s theology of the cross appears to attend to 

“what is there”—Bataille’s term in the Summa for the suffering body in all its vulnerability, 

perishability, and particularity. 

Angela appears to resist the God of theology (the “monocephalic” God who forms the 

pattern for authoritarian sovereignty) through her mystical experience of “what is there.” Her 

compassionate attention to Jesus’ suffering and death seems to be in excess of any salvific desire 

to flee incompletion into an imagined plenitude. Bataille defines his “hatred of salvation” as no 

 
105 Bataille cites one passage in particular, in which Angela’s experience of God’s plenitude gives way to what she 
calls “nonlove”: “When God appeared in the darkness, no laughter, no ardor, no devotion, no love, blank face, 
empty heart, not a tremble, not a movement” (BOC V 251, G 14). He also cites her last words, as recorded by a 
scribe: “O unknown nothingness!” (BOC V 122-23, IE 104). 
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longer wanting to be everything, as affirming a world in which everything is cracked and 

perishable. Angela’s crucifixion meditations move in this direction, as she draws her attention 

away from divine fullness, away even from Jesus’ body, and towards the bits and pieces of his 

lacerated flesh:  

Once, when I was meditating on the great suffering which Christ endured on the 
cross, I was considering the nails, which, I had heard it said, had driven a little 
bit of the flesh of his hands and feet into the wood. And I desired to see at least 
that small amount of Christ’s flesh which the nails had driven into the wood. 
And then such was my sorrow over the pain that Christ had endured that I could 
no longer stand on my feet. I bent over and sat down; I stretched out my arms on 
the ground and inclined my head on them. Then Christ showed me his throat and 
his arms.106 

 
Not only does she give a theological affirmation of incompletion, her theology also 

performs the transmutation of right sacred glory into left sacred filth that Bataille had claimed 

was necessary for resistance to power. At one point in the Book, Angela describes going to a 

leprosarium with a friend. She says she told her friend that they might find Christ among the 

lepers, as they were poor and afflicted, driven out from their communities. They distribute food 

and supplies, and then wash the lepers’ hands and feet. Angela mentions one man whose hands 

“were festering and in an advanced stage of decomposition.” After washing his hands, Angela 

and her friend  

drank the very water with which we had washed him. And the drink was so sweet 
that, all the way home, we tasted its sweetness and it was as if w had received 
Holy Communion. As a small scale of the leper’s sores was stuck in my throat, I 
tried to swallow it. My conscience would not let me spit it out, just as if I had 
received Holy Communion.107 
 
Eating bodily filth like scabs, lice, and pus is a common trope in medieval literature. 

Francis of Assisi, Catherine of Siena, and Catherine of Genoa are all reported to have eaten filth. 

 
106 Angela of Foligno, Complete Works, trans. Paul Lachance (New York: Paulist Press, 1993), 145–46. 
107 Angela of Foligno, 162–63. 
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But Molly Morrison points out that Angela’s encounter with the leper is unique.108 For the other 

saints, the stories begin with an initial moment of disgust, and they are commanded by God to 

overcome their disgust and eat the filth. But Angela doesn’t experience any initial moment of 

revulsion. She tells the story, Morrison notes, to illustrate her broader theological point that 

followers of Christ “eat from the same plate and drink from the same cup as Christ.”109 The 

scribe to whom she tells the story insists that drinking from Christ’s cup—experiencing 

vulnerability unto death—is a bitter experience. Angela’s story is a counterargument. She meets 

an abjected, excluded, suffering man, and shares a moment of intimate compassion. But she 

insists that this moment is “sweet,” as life-giving as the eucharist. She doesn’t flinch from his 

suffering, she doesn’t describe whatever disgust she might have felt, she doesn’t give any 

evidence of his gratitude for either the washing or the supplies she distributed. For her, Christ is 

found not in wholeness and plenitude but in fragmentation and loss. This means her encounter 

with the leper isn’t indexed to some story of recuperation in which he will one day be made 

whole. Instead she finds Christ in this encounter with this man, as he is, suffering and vulnerable 

and yet for all that no less holy. Angela offers, as Bataille would put it, a theology beyond 

salvation.110 

What’s more, she offers a theology of mourning. She tells a parable, which she says was 

told to her by God, about a community bound by tragic guilt—a community that resembles what 

Bataille wished the first Christians had become. 

 
108 Molly Morrison, “Ingesting Bodily Filth: Defilement in the Spirituality of Angela of Foligno,” Romance 
Quarterly 50, no. 3 (January 2003): 204–16, https://doi.org/10.1080/08831150309601978. 
109 Angela of Foligno, Complete Works, 162. 
110 She also offers a theological affirmation of “base materialism.” Rachel Kent has shown how Bataille’s interest in 
filth and decay bears resemblance to late medieval theologies of incarnation. See Rachel A. Kent, “The Scandalous 
Divinity of ‘Madame Edwarda’ and ‘My Mother’: Georges Bataille’s Atheist ‘Theology’ of the Incarnation, 
Community, and Ethics,” in The Late Medieval Origins of the Modern Novel (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2015). 
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A father had sons who committed sins. And it was then explained to me how they 
had sinned. It so happened that the father, totally innocent, was put to death 
because of the offenses of his sons. And my soul was shown the place on the road 
where he died—at a sort of intersection of three roads—and blood could still be 
seen there. It stands to reason, and is to be expected, that these sons grieve over 
their father’s painful death by the sword; and that they grieve even more for their 
responsibility in so cruel and ignominious a death. These sons, as a consequence, 
would always carry this grief in their hearts. And so grief-laden would they be 
that they would hence avoid and be wary of passing again on that road; and if, 
perchance, they should happen to pass by it again, they could not do so without 
suffering the greatest distress, the memory of their father’s death being so fresh in 
their minds… Grieve and lament, O soul, which must pass by the cross on which 
Christ died. What you must do is to place yourself before it to find your rest, for 
the cross is your salvation and your bed. You must find your delight in it because 
therein is indeed your salvation.111 
 

The cross is salvation, in this story, not because it is the sign of God’s infinite mastery over life 

and death, but simply because it’s the place where Jesus died. Salvation in this parable doesn’t 

pull the sons out of their grief and silence, or even their feeling of being somehow responsible 

for this loss. Instead it names the love that persists through grief and silence and guilt. Grief will 

remain, guilt will remain, but they will not diminish love. That stubborn persistence of love, for 

Angela, brings rest. It can even bring delight, though what such a sorrowful delight might mean 

is left unsaid. In her affirmation of incompletion, filth, and mourning, Angela appears to provide 

the kind of non-salvific theology Bataille sought.  

But Bataille’s not so sanguine about her theology. As much as she guides him towards an 

antifascist restaging of the crucifixion, Bataille insists that her writings are unable to escape 

Christian narratives of salvation. “Speaking of God,” he writes at the start of Guilty, “Angela of 

Foligno speaks as a slave” (BOC V 251; G 14). Even her most gruesome passages of lacerated 

compassion are hemmed in by Christian theology, which for Bataille excludes from the start any 

real vulnerability and death on Jesus’ part. Christian theology reduces Jesus’ anguish and death 

 
111 Angela of Foligno, Complete Works, 161–62. 
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to an “odious joke of ‘risk’ … God only fictitiously abandons Jesus” (BOC VI 85; ON 70). 

Christian theology wrings the tragedy out of Jesus’ death and makes it a comedy. Lisa Trahair 

sums up Bataille’s point: “The outcome of the drama is predetermined: the stakes are bogus… 

there is no possibility of death.”112 For the cross to be truly seen in all the horror and tragedy of 

“what is there,” it must be stripped bare of any Christian theology. “We have to go further” 

(BOC V 251, G 14). 

For Bataille, this effort to overcome salvation and truly see the suffering of another was 

vitally important. Sick with tuberculosis, unable to fight or flee, he spent the war years moving 

between his apartment in occupied Paris (where Leibowitz and his wife hid) and the French 

countryside. The autumn of 1941 saw an intensification of the Nazis’ hostage-taking, mass 

executions, and deportations to concentration camps. “I refuse to be happy (to be saved),” 

Bataille wrote during this time. “The nostalgia for salvation responds perhaps to the increase of 

suffering (or rather to the incapacity to bear it)” (BOC V 56; IE 43). Vichy censors would have 

made it impossible for Bataille to discuss this violence directly, but Sarah Wilson and Amy 

Hollywood argue the graphic descriptions of violence in the Summa stand in for the Nazis’ 

victims. As he had been arguing for years, fascism operates according to a salvific logic in which 

its violence is experienced as no violence at all. Bataille turned to medieval crucifixion devotions 

like Angela’s to learn how to have the strength to bear suffering without hope of salvation. 

Unsatisfied with Angela’s text, finding it overdetermined by Christian theology, Bataille sought 

to defamiliarize the crucifixion with images of bare suffering. 

He found such an image, troublingly, in a series of photographs of a Chinese man 

receiving the famous “death by a thousand cuts.” Bataille understood the unnamed Chinese man, 

 
112 Lisa Trahair, “The Comedy of Philosophy: Bataille, Hegel and Derrida,” Angelaki 6, no. 3 (December 1, 2001): 
160, https://doi.org/10.1080/09697250120088003. 
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the Nazis’ hostages, and Jesus as suffering similar deaths: all were victims of hideous violence, 

dying shameful deaths, their last moments seen by avid spectators yet truly seen by almost no 

one, as the unbearable horror of “what is there” was subordinated to narratives of divine order, or 

national glory, or Western progress. In the Summa, Bataille claims to communicate directly with 

the Chinese man’s suffering unburdened by any narrative context, and in doing so to 

detheologize the crucifixion: “I had not chosen God as an object, but humanly, the young, 

condemned Chinese man” (BOC V 283; G 40).  

Bataille describes the photographs only fleetingly, but even these passing descriptions are 

disturbing. “I would stare at the photographic image—or sometimes the memory I have of it—of 

a Chinese man who must have been tortured in my lifetime… In the end, the patient writhed, 

chest flayed, arms and legs cut off at the elbows and knees. Hair standing on end, hideous, 

haggard, striped with blood, beautiful as a wasp” (BOC V 139; IE 119). Though Bataille 

describes the dying man as “beautiful” and “seductive,” he also insists that he “loved him with a 

love in which the sadistic instinct played no part” (BOC V 140; IE 120). Some readers have 

argued that Bataille protests too much here, that (as in his earlier descriptions of the seductions 

of fascism) he is wallowing in the sadism he disavows.113 But he repeatedly tells his reader that 

the images are “upsetting,” that looking at them was painful. It was as difficult for him to look at 

them: “Like trying to stare at the sun, my eyes rebel” (BOC V 139; IE 120).114 He forced himself 

to look at the image, he writes, “not so as to take pleasure in it, but in order to ruin in me that 

which is opposed to ruin” (BOC V 140; IE 120). His attitude toward the photographs is, he 

claims, the opposite of a Christian’s toward the cross. For the Christian, the cross saves that 

 
113 See note 86. 
114 The description of the man being “striped” recalls Isaiah 53:5 and positions him as a Christ figure, while this 
mention of the sun connects him to the broader tradition of solar deities Bataille was so interested in (and among 
which he included Christ).   
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which is opposed to ruin. Communicating with a suffering stripped bare of all narrative context, 

Bataille seeks to shatter the will to eternal self-preservation that Christianity and fascism both 

promise to satisfy.  

The “Crucified” issue of Acéphale failed because the other members maintained the 

structure of Christian salvation, making use of Christ’s anguish to shore up their own selves. 

Bataille’s meditations on the Chinese torture photographs seem to fail in a similar way. He 

wanted to find in the photographs a suffering body stripped of all narrative context through 

which he could shatter his bounded and stable self and communicate with “what is there.” But 

this body is not stripped of all context—as he repeatedly notes, the man in the photographs is 

Chinese. The authors of a study on lingchi (the “death by a thousand cuts”) note that Bataille 

found the photos in a popular psychology book; they were circulated widely in Europe. “There 

was a demand in the West to see such ‘Chinese’ sights, a demand organized in relation to the 

popular belief that there existed an irreducible difference between East and West, and that this 

was what the Eastern half of that dichotomy looked like.”115 And according to these authors, the 

European public desired these photographs for much the same reason Bataille did: “Pictures of 

Chinese judicial punishments were valued because they still had the power to deliver an 

‘aesthetic shock’ within an iconosphere that had grown numb to the cliché of Christ’s tortured 

body.”116 Rather than being stripped of any salvific narrative, the torture photographs were 

instead overdetermined by the narrative of the West’s progressive salvation from a barbaric 

Eastern past. Salvation veiled the man’s suffering; his European observers looked past him to a 

fantasy of Western glory. The photographs, despite Bataille’s genuine efforts at self-lacerating 

 
115 Timothy Brook, Jérôme Bourgon, and Gregory Blue, Death by a Thousand Cuts (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 2008), 7. 
116 Brook, Bourgon, and Blue, 32. 
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compassion, were subject to the same transmutation of horror into glory that Bataille saw at work 

in both Christianity and fascism.  

Despite the failure of these meditations, they help clarify the moral and political stakes of 

Bataille’s critique of salvation. “When an image of torture falls before my eyes”—be that the 

Chinese man, the Nazi hostages, or the crucified Christ—“I can, in my fright, turn away. But I 

am, if I look at it, outside myself.” Truly looking at the laceration of another, he insists, “opens 

the sphere that enclosed (or limited) my personal particularity, opens it violently, lacerates it.” 

Again, he is adamant that this is not a sadistic desire to enjoy another’s suffering. Sadism directs 

violence outward to shore up the self (like the fascist chief or the solider on the battlefield), while 

Bataille’s meditations “internally shatter the particularity that encloses me in myself” (BOC V 

272; G 30) As Leo Bersani puts it, “The self is a practical convenience; promoted to the status of 

an ethical ideal, it is a sanction for violence.” Bataille’s refusal of salvation is a refusal of what 

Bersani calls “the sacrosanct value of selfhood.”117 His meditational practices shatter this illusory 

self so as to open up the possibility of communication between the lacerated body of the other 

and the lacerated subjectivity of the witness. This is not sadism, but compassion: “Compassion, 

sorrow, and ecstasy are set” (BOC V 273; G 31). For Bataille, this is the self-shattering 

 
117 Leo Bersani, “Is the Rectum a Grave?,” October 43 (1987): 222. Bersani’s project of bringing Bataillean self-
shattering against heteronormativity has been extended by Kent Brintnall in his Ecce Homo: The Male-Body-in-Pain 
as Redemptive Figure (University of Chicago Press, 2011), 
https://doi.org/10.7208/chicago/9780226074719.001.0001. Bersani and Brintnall’s works helpfully show how 
Bataille’s sometimes confusing mystical practices can inform concrete ethical practices. Especially helpful for 
theology is how Brintnall combines Bersani’s critique of literary redemption with his view of gay sexuality as an 
ascesis of “self-dismissal” to rethink the category of redemption itself, suggesting the possibility of a “redemptive 
loss of self,” Brintnall, 186. Less helpful is how Brintnall (and, to a lesser extent, Bersani) collapses the shattering of 
the subject into the shattering of a presumably “male” body. Brintnall repeatedly describes Jesus’ body on the cross 
as a “male-body-in-pain,” and that representations of the rupturing of such a “male body” might rupture fantasies of 
masculine plenitude. But in the medieval crucifixion devotions that Bataille draws on, the maleness of Jesus is put 
into question. See Amy Hollywood, “‘That Glorious Slit’: Irigaray and the Medieval Devotion to Christ’s Side 
Wound,” in Acute Melancholia and Other Essays: Mysticism, History, and the Study of Religion (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2016), 171–88. Attending to this sexed ambiguity seems a better route to disrupting 
masculine plenitude than insisting on the maleness of the redemptive body (even in Brintnall’s attenuated notion of 
redemption as loss of self). 
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communication and compassion that Christianity renounced in favor of salvation and its fantasy 

of mastery over shattering violence. 

 

From the body to writing 

The torture photographs play an important role in the first two volumes of the Summa, 

but they disappear from the third, On Nietzsche: The Will to Chance. Amy Hollywood argues 

that, as On Nietzsche was published after the war and thus after Vichy’s regime of censorship, 

the literary device of the photographs was no longer needed and Bataille could discuss Nazi 

violence openly. 

But there’s another way to read the photographs’ absence from On Nietzsche. In this final 

volume, the laceration and fragmentation of the other’s body is displaced into a laceration and 

fragmentation of the body of the text. This happens most dramatically in the first part of the 

book, titled “Mr. Nietzsche.” The section opens with an epigraph from The Gay Science: “But 

let’s take our leave of Mr. Nietzsche…” (BOC VI 26, ON 2) The first three sections of “Mr. 

Nietzsche” pepper quotes from The Will to Power with dramatic assertions of communication 

between Nietzsche and Bataille, their lives and texts: “My life with Nietzsche as a companion is 

a community. My book is this community” (BOC VI 33, ON 9). The fourth section is made up 

entirely of fragments from The Will to Power—itself a “historic forgery,” in the words of 

Nietzsche scholars Mazzino Montinari and Giorgio Colli, frankensteined out of the dead 

Nietzsche’s notebook fragments by his estranged sister, the antisemite and Nazi-supporter 

Elizabeth Förster-Nietzsche.118 The fifth and final section, less than a page long, consists of two 

quotes from a biography of Nietzsche by Daniel Halévy, a former Dreyfusard who became a 

 
118 Wolfgang Müller-Lauter, “A Continual Challenge: On Mazzino Montinari’s Relationship with Nietzsche,” trans. 
R. J. Hollingdale, Journal of Nietzsche Studies 4/5 (Autumn  /Spring 1993 1992): 103–25. 
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fanatic supporter of the Vichy régime. Betrayal, fragmentation, violence, loss, communication, 

friendship, vulnerability: the ambiguous sacrificial energy Bataille had once tried to harness 

through the lacerated body (his own or the other) is here communicated through the lacerated 

text. Nietzsche’s dispossession into text makes him vulnerable to Bataille’s compassionate 

friendship as well as betrayal at the hands of fascists like Halévy and Nietzsche’s own sister.  

In the Summa, Bataille writes his own dispossession, handing himself over to an 

unknown community of future readers. As he says, in a few years the smallest schoolboy will 

know more about the war than any general or leader currently does. He imagines his own book 

failing to communicate in this unknown future, describing a future reader who would meet his 

excessive textual self-sacrifice with bored indifference: “I imagine a man, not too young but not 

too old, not too sharp but not too sensitive, pissing and shitting, simply (gayly)… This against 

the drowsy indifference of a reader — putting the book down a bit later, for what? What 

appointment with himself?” (BOC V 355, 358; G 97, 99) Like Nietzsche, Bataille flings his own 

incomplete and fragmented text into an unknown future, willing the chance that might bring 

friendship or betrayal.  

Bataille’s restaging of the crucifixion shifts from bodily sacrifice to textual sacrifice. As 

he wrote in a discarded preface to Inner Experience, “the necessity for sacrifice should not be 

understood in a literal sense… It is a question of complicity with death and only of that which is 

revealing itself in anguish to the mind, not of acts to accomplish” (IE 196). In the Summa, 

Bataille comes to see literary sacrifice as expressing the beauty and terror of “what is there” in a 

deeper way than real, bodily violence.  

This shift from bodily violence to literary violence is taken up in Inner Experience in a 

discussion of the German veteran and writer Ernst Jünger’s 1922 book War as Inner 
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Experience.119 At first, Bataille was enraptured by Jünger’s use of mystical language to describe 

the horrors of the front. “This is the language of mysticism,” he wrote after transcribing some of 

War as Inner Experience. “It is the threshold of a church” (BOC VII 253-54).  

But as seductive as he finds the book, Bataille is more interested in how Jünger’s 

battlefield mysticism fails to deliver the violence it promises. “On the battlefield,” Bataille writes 

in Inner Experience, “one approaches horror with a movement which overcomes it: action, 

project linked to action, permits the surpassing of horror. This surpassing gives to action, to 

project, a captivating grandeur—but horror in itself is negated.” War’s violence is always 

structured through a rigid hierarchy of command and subordinated to some end: the soldier kills 

and dies for the purpose of securing some objective, moving the front forward, capturing or 

recapturing some territory. And beyond the immediate objective of this day’s fight, all this 

violence is committed and undergone for ever more abstract and fantastical reasons: the glory of 

one’s country, advancing the cause of “freedom,” maintaining the balance of “the international 

order.” Subordinating violence to project, war participates in the logic of salvation, preventing 

the soldier from truly reckoning the violence he suffers and inflicts.  

Against the salvific logic of war, and the fascism that divinizes war, Bataille opposes the 

deeper lacerations of literary sacrifice. At the end of a discarded chapter on Jünger, Bataille asks 

his reader to picture a Tibetan monk “withdrawing in solitude, in the midst of overwhelming 

mountains,” to meditate in a valley where “corpses are cut into pieces and abandoned to the 

wolves and the vultures.”  

He does not die but a long meditation shows him with growing acuity his own 
body as “dead and fatty prey, succulent, enormous — filling the universe.” Then 
his vision begins to move, he “sees” his own radiant intelligence in the form of an 
“Angry Goddess” holding a skull and a knife: she cuts off the head of his corpse. 
In her anger, this “Goddess” that he himself is tears off his skin, piles on top of it 

 
119 My reading of Bataille’s relationship to Jünger is deeply informed by Irwin, Saints of the Impossible, 133–42. 
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the bones and the flesh, rolls it all together and “tying it with the intestines of 
serpents as rope, she twirls it around her head and throws it against the ground 
with force, reducing its contents to a pulpy mass of flesh and bone.” … 
 
Nothing real accompanies this exercise. The body treated this way remains intact. 
But the ascetic possesses—surely—the faculty of rendering as sensible as the real 
world what an inner contemplation represents to him. And in the ecstasy of this 
anguished vision, it is as if the old man really is mashed up: the life of the narrow 
person loses itself in a much vaster reality, as the breaking wave loses itself as it 
falls back into the surrounding water. (BOC VII 258-59) 
 

The violence of the monk’s meditation is realer than the violence of war and fascism because the 

latter is directed outward and pretends to secure the self’s preservation (or, at least, the 

preservation of the nation or race that outlives the self’s death) while the former is directed 

inward and really does shatter the enclosed individuality of the self. The monk’s vision of the 

“Angry Goddess” might be fantastical, and Jünger’s description of the trenches might be grimly 

realistic, but for Bataille the monk is able to truly see horror and death while Jünger’s soldier-

mystic looks past it to visions of martial glory.  

The Summa as a whole performs Bataille’s own pursuit of this self-shattering ecstasy as it 

dramatizes his renunciation of bodily violence for textual sacrifice. Handing his text over to an 

unknown future, Bataille loses himself in history like a breaking wave. And he gives this textual 

self-effacement to his readers as an object of their own contemplation. Bataille describes writing 

the Summa as “crucifying myself in my spare time,” transforming himself into a literary sacrifice 

(BOC V 70, IE 55). Communicating with his wounded textual body, his readers might 

themselves renounce “the principle of the head” and the externalization of violence for 

compassion and the will to chance.  

 

The work of mourning  
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Offering Bataille up as a sacrifice that might ground a new community of sacred 

resistance, the Summa repeats the moment of Acéphale’s failure and collapse. Of all the stories 

about Acéphale that have swirled since its dissolution, none is more salacious than what is 

alleged to have occurred at its final meeting in the Forest of Marly. As Patrick Waldberg tells it, 

writing years after the death of Acéphale, “There were only four of us at the last meeting in the 

heart of the forest, when Bataille solemnly asked the three others if they would kindly put him to 

death, so that this sacrifice, founding the myth, would ensure the survival of the community. This 

request was declined” (AS 597; SC 456). Bataille understood his friends’ refusal to kill him as a 

betrayal. “I ask you to consider yourselves free of all ties with me,” he wrote them afterwards. “I 

will remain alone” (AS 563; SC 457). Acéphale had been an attempt to restage the death of Jesus 

and the birth of Christianity to create a new kind of sacred community, one that would respond to 

the fragility and transience of life with tragic compassion instead of the will to salvation. The 

project was a series of failures: the crucifixion meditations repeated the theological error they 

were meant to overcome, the “Joy before Death” meditations were ignored, and Bataille’s 

desperate final attempt to literally restage the crucifixion was refused. Yet the last of these 

failures, in its very failure, in a way achieved what Acéphale was supposed to be all along. A 

crucifixion scene was staged, but this time the would-be killers refused. They chose 

estrangement and sorrow over violence.120 

Years later, the Summa restaged this moment of failure that is perhaps more than failure, 

this time presenting estrangement and mourning as a deeper sacrifice than bodily violence. 

 
120 Bataille and everyone around him endlessly novelized his life, making it impossible to ever be sure if any story 
he or his friends tell about him is true. There’s no way to know if this dramatic showdown in the forest actually 
happened. But the death of Acéphale does have to do with the shift in Bataille’s thinking from bodily to textual 
violence. The story dramatizes that shift by narrating a community refusing violence at the cost of its own 
dissolution, and is therefore an important part of the Acéphale project even if it’s fiction. (Especially if its fiction, as 
that would only further displace the bodily violence into writing.) I’m thankful to Amy Hollywood for clarifying this 
for me. 
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Bataille’s “new theology” renounces externalized, bodily violence for internalized, literary 

violence. In Angela of Foligno’s ecstatic experiences of grief and compassion, Bataille finds a 

model for radicalizing the pseudo-sacrificial violence of fascism and war into a textual self-

crucifixion, reversing the political theology of salvation into a tragic and “left sacred” 

affirmation of transience, vulnerability, and loss. The Summa gives theological expression to the 

gesture of Bataille’s friends in the forest: renouncing violence for grief, salvation for mourning. 

It's worth remembering that the Summa is a work of mourning. It is haunted by Laure’s 

death, dominated by tears, death, and God. Bataille writes in Guilty that he seeks a form of 

ecstasy that would affirm the irreplaceable value of something as partial as a train pulling into a 

station, as ephemeral as a flower. In the final volume of the Summa, he weaves these threads of 

risk, incompletion, and theological critique into an affirmation of love as mourning:  

The universe, compared to the beloved, seems poor and empty: not being 
“perishable,” it isn’t “risked.” 
 
But the beloved isn’t beloved for only a single person.  
 
Carnal love, which isn’t “shielded from thieves” or vicissitudes, is greater than 
divine love. 
 
It “risks” me, risks the beloved. 
 
God, by definition, isn’t risked. 
 
The lovers of God, however burning their passion, see their love as taken out of 
play, beyond grace… 
 
It’s true that, more often than not, love is snuffed out by attempts to elude its 
nature, which is to be risked. (BOC VI 84; ON 69) 
 
The nature of love is to be risked. This is the heart of Bataille’s “new theology,” the 

burning truth his Atheological Summa communicates. “Chance is a state of grace, a gift of 

heaven” (BOC V 320, G 68). The will to chance, as the union of love and grief, is grace. Chance 
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makes love vulnerable to agonizing loss. But it is also what makes love possible in the first 

place. The unpublished diary entries in which Bataille mourns Laure are some of his most 

moving descriptions of the relationship between woundedness and communication, love and 

loss:  

Being burns from being to being through the night and it burns even more when 
love knows how to knock down the prison walls that enclose each person… In the 
forest of [Lyons?], night fell, she walked beside me in silence, I looked at her 
without her seeing me, have I ever been more sure that life bears a response to the 
most unfathomable movements of the heart? … At least the one who loves 
beyond the tomb has the right to free the love in him from its human limits and 
not hesitate to give it as much meaning as anything else he might conceive. (BOC 
V 500-1; G 170) 
 

Bataille returns to the theme of love beyond the tomb a few weeks later: “From the depths of my 

extreme misery, it seemed to me that Laure had not abandoned me and that her unheard-of 

sweetness would continue to show through death as it showed through her life, even in her most 

heinous acts of violence (the ones I can’t recall without horror)” (BOC V 510; G 180). Their love 

was nothing if not tumultuous (“sorrow, terror, tears, delirium, orgy, fever, then death were the 

daily bread that Laure shared with me,” BOC V 501; G 170), but they were tumultuous people, 

and they found in each other understanding and companionship. The pain of losing Laure is the 

bedrock of Bataille’s “new theology,” a theology that renounces the consolation of salvation for 

the ceaseless work of mourning—an unflinching witness to the beauty and horror of “what is 

there.” In this new theology, grace does not protect us from loss, nor does it allow that the lost 

will be given back. Instead it promises us that the loss of the beloved is not the loss of love. It 

promises that love is strong enough to bear their loss. In this new theology, love does not pull us 

out of the depths of extreme misery. Instead it descends to those depths and meets us there.  

  

Rethinking salvation 
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But how new is this new theology? Bataille criticizes Christian theology as fundamentally a 

failure to mourn the death of Jesus. This failure was institutionalized as the theology of salvation: 

salvation transmutes the left sacred into the right, chance into necessity, horror into glory. And 

Christian salvation theology, for Bataille, grounds the politics of fascism. The fascist fantasy of 

the nation’s “sovereignty and absolute resistance to change,” its misapprehension of violence as 

“a constituent part of a moment of glory untouched by anguish” is the political manifestation of 

salvation (SC 323). Resistance to fascism, Bataille insists, must entail a refusal of salvation. Only 

by tearing down the veil of salvation can we truly see the beauty and terror of “what is there,” the 

other before us in all their finitude and particularity, “blind and blinded, vulnerable to 

devastation, subject to enthrallment” (in Judith Butler’s words).121 Bataille’s atheological 

experiments eventually understand the refusal of salvation as a shift from bodily sacrifice to 

literary sacrifice. Literary sacrifice refuses the externalization of violence that pretends to shore 

up the self, instead redirecting violence against the self’s imaginary boundedness and plenitude. 

Shifting sacrifice from the body to writing, Bataille renounces salvation for mourning. 

For Bataille (and probably for many Christians) renouncing salvation is renouncing 

something essential to Christianity. Christianity is in his eyes fundamentally a failure to mourn 

the death of Jesus: if we see his death as useless waste, then we are no longer Christian, and if we 

ascribe any meaning to his death, then we fail to truly reckon his loss. We must choose between 

mourning Jesus and being Christian.  

But is salvation really essential to Christianity? At least salvation as Bataille understands it—

being saved from finitude, chance, and horror into a state of completion, stasis, and glory? Might 

salvation be understood not as the end of mourning, but as the work of mourning itself? That is, 

 
121 Judith Butler, Giving an Account of Oneself (New York: Fordham University Press, 2005), 102. 
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can salvation be reimagined, not as being saved from death but being reconciled to it? What if 

Jesus’ salvific act saves us from our desire for salvation? 

I’ll end this chapter by thinking beyond Bataille a bit, and trying to imagine a form of 

Christian theology he would have found impossible: one that shares his “hatred of salvation.” By 

doing so, I will extend his antifascist “atheological” experiments into an explicitly Christian 

theology that hopefully resists the political dangers of salvation he describes. The next two 

chapters will, with the help of Dietrich Bonhoeffer and Simone Weil, carry forward this theology 

of mourning. 

The French Jesuit Michel de Certeau, in a handful of theological essays written at the end 

of his life, points the way to such a theology, reimagining Christian faith as “an impossible 

mourning.” And he does so precisely by tracking the shift from body to writing that Bataille’s 

own work performs. The absence of Jesus’ body, figured in the empty tomb, results in a 

proliferation of writing about Jesus, unpredictable texts flung out into an uncertain future, a 

divine dépense “called to lose itself in history.”122  

Certeau sees the history of Christianity as the history of responses to Jesus’ call, “Follow 

me.” But we have access to this call only in the history of responses to it. Jesus did not set down 

a full and final account of who he is and what his life and death mean, penned in his own hand. 

Instead, he handed his story over to others. “We have access to Jesus only through texts which, 

in talking of him, narrate what he awakened and hence describe only their own status as 

writings.”123 If I trace back the history of the Christian tradition from my own particular church 

 
122 Michel de Certeau, La faiblesse de croire, ed. Luce Giard (Paris: Seuil, 2003), 292. The phrase “divine dépense” 
is Alexander Irwin’s, from his discussion of Bataille’s “Power” lecture: “By inaction (hanging helpless on the cross) 
that is the same time senseless action (divine dépense), [Jesus] has accomplished what rational, purposive action 
could never have achieved.” Irwin, Saints of the Impossible, 28.  
123 Michel de Certeau, “The Weakness of Believing. From the Body to Writing, a Christian Transit,” in The Certeau 
Reader, ed. Graham Ward, trans. Saskia Brown (Malden, Massachusetts: Blackwell, 2000), 227. 
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community all the way back as far as I can go, I can never actually get to Jesus’ call itself. The 

closest I can get are four stories written by four different communities that each tell their own 

specific responses to his call. The whole history of Christianity is separated from Jesus by a gap, 

one that can never be jumped over. “The evangelical narrative,” Certeau writes, works to put into 

relation “the past (absent) object which it talks about,” meaning Jesus, and “the future addressees 

(equally absent) which it is aimed at. Hence it deploys itself as a putting into relation in and 

through separation.”124 Our relationship to Jesus is always mediated through language, through 

others, it is constituted by absence and separation.  

Jesus is the one who withdraws and calls us to follow him. And  
the ‘follow me’ comes from a voice which has been effaced, forever 
irrecuperable, vanished into the changes which echo it back, drowned in the 
throng of its respondents. It has nothing which is proper to it, no concrete place 
and no abstract expression. It is no longer anything except the tracing of a 
passage… Nothing but a name without a site.125 
 
Certeau connects this lack at the heart of the Christian tradition to the empty tomb and the 

angel’s words: “He is not here; he has gone to Galilee.” “Christianity was founded upon the loss 

of a body,” and this “initial privation of body goes on producing institutions and discourses that 

are the effects of and substitutes for that absence: multiple ecclesiastical bodies, doctrinal bodies, 

and so on.”126 This is what Certeau calls the “Christian transit,” “from the body to writing.” And 

crucially, these textual bodies are themselves transient, consigned to loss, vulnerable to what 

Bataille would call chance. Christianity is, for Certeau, a movement, and this movement “is not 

compromised by the weakening, dissemination, and even disappearance of the (ecclesial) sites 

 
124 Certeau, 235. 
125 Certeau, 227. 
126 Michel de Certeau, The Mystic Fable, Volume I: The Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries, trans. Michael B. 
Smith (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995), 81. 
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which it has traversed. They only constituted a space for its development, which can continue 

further.”127  

Bataille called the consent to vulnerability, incompletion, and finitude “the hatred of 

salvation.” But Certeau can help us understand being reconciled to our limits as itself salvation. 

For him, Jesus is the one who effaces himself to make room for others, who consents to his own 

disappearance so that others can take his place. “Since Jesus, an internal law links his death to 

the necessity of making room for others.”128 And if salvation is the act by which Jesus makes us 

like himself, then salvation is not preservation from transience but reconciliation to it. Bataille 

wrote that “the misery of Christianity is the will to flee, in asceticism, a state wherein fragility, 

non-substance, is painful” (BOC V 259; G 19). And in his implacably anti-Christian atheology, 

“chance is a state of grace” (BOC V 320, G 68). But for Certeau, chance, fragility, and 

nonsubstance are themselves God’s grace: “Christian experience is lost in the vast and uncertain 

poem of an anonymous reality which comes and goes… [T]here is proffered the grace of being 

altered by what comes, from ahead or from the side, and which goes on further.”129 Grace is 

change, grace is impermanence. All things are perishable, even Christianity, but in its 

perishability Christianity “heralds the joy of obliterating itself in what it figures, of returning to 

the anonymous work out of which it was born, of converting itself to this other which it is 

not.”130  

Certeau describes this reimagining of salvation in strikingly Bataillean language, writing 

of “expenditure” and “waste.”131 The incarnation is itself a story of divine self-squandering. “He 

 
127 Certeau, “The Weakness of Believing,” 228. 
128 Michel de Certeau, “How Is Christianity Thinkable Today?,” in The Postmodern God: A Theological Reader, ed. 
Graham Ward, trans. Frederick Christian Bauerschmidt and Catriona Hanley (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishers, 
1997), 150. 
129 Certeau, “The Weakness of Believing,” 229. 
130 Certeau, 237. 
131 Certeau, 236. 
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left the Father, renounced his privileges, interrupted the genealogical line, broke his alliances, 

etc. His history is a series of departures, of ‘crises,’ divisions, and separations.”132 Certeau’s 

description of the crucified Christ sounds much like Bataille’s “Power” lecture: the cross reveals 

God as “itinerant, naked, and abandoned; that is, without a site, without power… ‘forever 

outside’ of himself, wounded by the stranger, converted to the other without being held by 

him.”133 In his critique of Angela, Bataille had argued that Christian language necessarily tends 

towards salvation (understood as “the desire to be everything,” the will to infinite self-

preservation). His work throughout the 1930s and 40s tried to defamiliarize the cross, to 

overcome the will to salvation through mystical devotion to a crucifixion without Christ. We saw 

how these attempts had varying success. But Certeau’s theology of impossible mourning shows 

how a Bataillean “hatred of salvation” can come from moving in the opposite direction, drawing 

nearer to the cross.  

More than that, Certeau can help us move beyond a clean distinction between Bataille’s 

“anti-Christian” and “atheological” writing and writing that is “properly” Christian. In Certeau’s 

telling, Jesus’ absence sets in motion an unpredictable proliferation of responses. “The Jesus 

event is extended (verified) in the manner of a disappearance in the differences which that event 

renders possible… The beginning is more and more hidden by the multiple creations which 

reveal its significance.”134 This is similar to Jacques Derrida’s idea of citationality, which Amy 

Hollywood summarizes as the notion that “Every sign… can be cited, put between quotation 

marks; thereby it can break with any given context, and engender infinitely new contexts in an 

absolutely nonsaturable fashion.”135 Jesus’ absence, for Certeau, puts in play an infinite chain of 

 
132 Certeau, 235. 
133 Certeau, 236. 
134 Certeau, “How Is Christianity Thinkable Today?,” 147. 
135 Hollywood, Acute Melancholia and Other Essays, 320. 
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response, citation, and resignification. Bataille’s “new theology,” hostile to Christianity as it may 

be, is a link in this chain. He defamiliarizes and debases the cross through blasphemous 

repetitions of medieval mystical theology, Gnostic iconography, and early Christian devotion. 

Yet these repetitions, as repetitions, are responses to responses to the effaced call of Jesus. The 

challenge of reading Bataille for Christian theology is not so much that he hated Christianity. 

The creativity and vehemence of his hatred puts his writings within the “series of places, works, 

or historical formations which the absence of Jesus has made possible” and which, for Certeau, 

“are the only traces of the incarnate God.”136 The challenge is for theology to truly learn from 

Bataille: learn to face the horror and mourn the useless death of Jesus without hope of 

recompense, learn to love the brokenness of the world without fleeing into fantasies of 

completion, learn to bear the transience of all things without trying to arrest loss through force. 

Bataille warns us that the political stakes of these theological lessons could not be higher. 

Christianity, as one long refusal to mourn, one long fantasy that infinite power can bring about 

permanence and completion, provided the theological architecture for fascism’s fantasies of 

mastery over violence and its “monocephalic” Führerprinzip. For him, resistance to fascism 

required a Christianity beyond salvation, which for him was no Christianity at all. Certeau helps 

us see that such a Christianity may be possible, that Christian faith might be found in affirming, 

rather than fleeing, transience and vulnerability.  

Across the border from Bataille, in the heart of Nazi Germany, alone in a Berlin prison 

cell, the pastor and theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer was writing his own theology of mourning. 

The next chapter will trace Bonhoeffer’s theological critique of Christianity’s self-preservation. 

 
136 Certeau, “How Is Christianity Thinkable Today?,” 147. I would also argue that Bataille’s refusal of Christianity 
is in line with what Bonhoeffer calls “promising godlessness.” See the next chapter. 
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Chapter 3 

The Renunciation of Self-Preservation: 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s “Thoughts on the Day of Baptism of Dietrich Wilhelm Rüdiger 

Bethge”  

This project so far has been grounded in the central claim of political theology: that there 

is no hard and fast distinction between political and theological concepts, and that political 

struggles in so-called secular modernity are always at the same time struggles over theology. In 

many of the antifascist writers I’ve looked at, this insight spurred them to give detailed 

genealogies of the theology at the heart of fascism. Dietrich Bonhoeffer gives something else. He 

was a young pastor and theologian, a rising star in German theology and church life, when the 

Nazis came to power and nearly all of German life was ordered to fascist ends. Unlike the other 

antifascist theologians I’ve been focusing on, Bonhoeffer was deeply involved with Christian 

communities as they rapidly succumbed to fascist temptation. Rather than writing genealogy, 

Bonhoeffer tracks specific compromises and moral failures amid the Kirchenkampf, the “church 

struggle” waging in Germany over how the German churches would relate to the new Nazi 

government. The struggle played out between the Deutsche Christen (German Christians), who 

sought to explicitly Nazify Christianity, and the Bekennende Kirche (Confessing Church), the 

ostensibly resistant branch who opposed Nazi state overreach into church affairs.  

Bonhoeffer tried to radicalize the Confessing Church against the Nazi racial laws as 

racist, and not simply as government overreach. He failed. As his despair and disillusionment 

with the German churches deepened, he saw the Deutsche Christen and the Confessing Church 

as distressingly similar. No matter how bitter the Kirchenkampf got, both sides shared a deep 

anxiety over the continued existence of Christianity in Germany. The Deutsche Christen shared 
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the fascists’ pessimism over the decline of Western civilization. Christianity, they feared, was 

threatened with extinction by either secular liberalism or godless communism (two faces, for 

them, of a single Jewish menace). Nazification was Christianity’s last best hope of survival. For 

the Confessing Church, such complete subordination to the Nazi state would be the suicide of 

Christianity. They sought a middle ground, in which the churches and the Nazi state would each 

respect the other’s independence. For both sides, the self-preservation of Christianity took 

priority over everything else. 

Thus while Bonhoeffer doesn’t give an explicit analysis of political theology, his work 

tracking and critiquing the Nazification of Christianity in Germany reveals a problem in 

Christian theology running deeper and wider than his specific context. In the previous chapter, I 

looked at Georges Bataille’s critique of Christian salvation as a flight from transience and 

fragmentation into a fantasy of permanence and stability. Bonhoeffer’s own critique of the will 

to self-preservation should, I suggest, be read as a critique of salvation in Bataille’s sense. And 

Bonhoeffer’s theology carries forward a project surprisingly similar to Bataille’s: a Nietzschean 

reimagining of Christianity that turns away from fantasies of escape to affirm a broken, fleeting 

world. Against the “Thousand-Year Reich’s” promise of eternity through dominance, Bonhoeffer 

imagines a Christian theology that would renounce self-preservation and instead embrace 

transience, transformation, and effacement.  

This chapter gives a close reading of a sermon he wrote near the end of his life for the 

baptism of his godson, read through his broader theological career. Bonhoeffer blamed the 

German churches’ complicity with Nazism on their fear of extinction and their desire for self-

preservation, a desire he saw running deep and wide through Christian history. Against this 

desire, he urged a theological refusal of self-preservation, a new kind of Christian theology that 
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would resist fascism’s political theology through an embrace of ontological and moral limitation 

and an affirmation of transience and transformation.  

 

“A Christendom enmeshed in guilt beyond all measure” 

In May of 1944, after over a year in prison for his participation in a plot to assassinate 

Adolph Hitler, Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote a sermon for the baptism of his godchild, Dietrich 

Bethge.137 Though a renowned pastor and theologian, respected as a spiritual leader in the global 

ecumenical movement, Bonhoeffer’s sermon welcoming this child who bears his name into the 

Christian faith is anguished and faltering. Bonhoeffer had been fighting for almost a decade 

against the German churches’ deepening complicity with Nazi terror. He fought largely alone. At 

each stage of the descent, church communities and leaders in Germany—whether aligned with 

the Confessing Church or the German Christians, whether Protestant or Catholic—got in line 

behind the Führer.138 And outside Germany, the broader Christian West largely stood by, 

unwilling to loudly condemn colonial and segregationist practices that they blessed at home. 

Bonhoeffer felt himself standing “in the midst of a Christendom enmeshed in guilt beyond all 

measure.”139 

 
I For the extent of Bonhoeffer’s involvement in the July 20 plot, see Victoria J. Barnett, “Bonhoeffer and the 
Conspiracy,” in The Oxford Handbook of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, ed. Philip G. Ziegler and Michael Mawson (Oxford 
University Press, 2019), C5-76, https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780198753179.013.1. See also the editors’ 
introduction to DBWE 16. 
138 For the failures of the Confessing Church, see especially Wolfgang Gerlach, And the Witnesses Were Silent: The 
Confessing Church and the Persecution of the Jews, trans. Victoria Barnett (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 
2000). For an overview and critique of the hagiographical streak in histories of the Kirchenkampf, see Robert P. 
Ericksen and Susannah Heschel, “The German Churches Face Hitler: Assessment of the Historiography,” Tel Aviver 
Jahrbuch Fur Deutsche Geschichte 23 (1994): 433–59; Robert P. Ericksen and Susannah Heschel, “The German 
Churches and the Holocaust,” in The Historiography of the Holocaust, ed. Dan Stone (Basingstoke, Hampshire: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2005), 296–318; Bergen, “Nazism and Christianity.” 
139 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Conspiracy and Imprisonment, 1940-1945, ed. Mark S. Brocker, trans. Lisa E. Dahill, 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer Works 16 (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2006), 572. Bonhoeffer’s sense of the utter failure of 
Christianity is often passed over in the scholarship. For exceptions that understand how central this grief is to his 
theology, see Victoria J. Barnett, “Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s Relevance for a Post-Holocaust Christian Theology,” in 
Bonhoeffer and Interpretive Theory: Essays on Methods and Understanding, ed. Peter Frick, International 
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And here he was tasked to welcome into this bloodsoaked and threadbare tradition little 

Dietrich Bethge. “You are being baptized today as a Christian,” Bonhoeffer writes. Locked in a 

cell, his sermon will be preached by another. “All those great and ancient words of the Christian 

proclamation will be pronounced over you, and the command of Jesus Christ to baptize will be 

carried out, without your understanding any of it.” So much is true of any infant being baptized. 

What’s different in the infant Dietrich’s case is that the adults, too, are in a state of absolute 

ignorance. “But we too are being thrown back all the way to the beginnings of our 

understanding. What reconciliation and redemption mean, rebirth and Holy Spirit, love for one’s 

enemies, cross and resurrection, what it means to live in Christ and follow Christ, all that is so 

difficult and remote that we hardly dare speak of it anymore” (DBW 8 435; DBWE 8 389). The 

church has blinded itself with violence and power, unable even to begin to understand words like 

redemption, love, and Christ. What could a word like “love” mean when spoken by a church 

engaged, in the words of one leading German theologian, in “giving the Jewish question a 

religious foundation”?140 As Bonhoeffer put it as early as 1934, National Socialism “brought an 

end to the church in Germany.”141 Dietrich Bethge would be welcomed into a mausoleum. 

Those celebrating this child’s baptism might vaguely “sense something totally new and 

revolutionary” in the sacramental words and deeds, but whatever that “something” is, “we cannot 

yet grasp and express it. This is our own fault.” The words and actions, the very materials of the 

sacramental rite, have slipped from the church’s grasp. And all because “[o]ur church has been 

fighting during these years only for its self-preservation [Selbsterhaltung], as if that were an end 

 
Bonhoeffer Interpretations 6 (New York: Peter Lang, Edition, 2013), 213–38; Andrew Shanks, “Bonhoeffer’s 
Response to Nietzsche,” Studies in Christian Ethics 10, no. 2 (August 1997): 79–85. 
140 Gerhard Kittel, quoted in Robert P. Ericksen, Complicity in the Holocaust: Churches and Universities in Nazi 
Germany (Cambridge: New York : Cambridge University Press, 2012), 31. 
141 Quoted in Bergen, Twisted Cross, 1. 
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in itself” (DBW 8 435; DBWE 8 389). In this sermon and throughout his last writings, 

Bonhoeffer writes of “the church” in the singular, der Kirche. It might be tempting to read him 

as addressing a particular (and particularly corrupt) form of Christianity in twentieth-century 

Germany. But as will become clear, such a desire to quarantine an innocent version of 

Christianity away from its guilty perversions is part of the very problem this sermon is 

addressing. When Bonhoeffer writes about a will to self-preservation in “the church,” we should 

read this as diagnosing a fundamental temptation baked into Christian theology—to quote Barth, 

a problem that has “broken out amongst” the fascist churches “but which existed before them 

and is not now confined to them.”142 We shouldn’t comfort ourselves that he’s addressing that 

church, over there or way back then. The will to self-preservation runs deep and wide in 

theology. 

The fight to preserve the permanence and purity of the church, in the name of which 

everything outside the church was deemed expendable, has made Christian speech “incapable of 

bringing the word of reconciliation and redemption to humankind and to the world.” In this void, 

Bonhoeffer’s sermon challenges the church to renounce self-preservation. “So the words we used 

before must fall silent and become powerless.” Buckling under the weight of all that suffering 

justified with Christian words, there is nothing for Christians to do but sink into silence. “All 

Christian thinking, talking, and organizing must be born anew” in the depths of that silence, and 

“[w]e can be Christians today in only two ways, through prayer and in doing justice among 

human beings” (DBW 8 435-36; DBWE 8 389).   

It is here that Bonhoeffer opens out onto a theology beyond self-preservation. These acts 

of prayer and working towards justice, the only way he sees Christianity is possible after 

 
142 Barth, The German Church Conflict, 20. 
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Nazism, will not bring a saving word from the church to the non-Christian world. Instead, they 

will prepare the church to receive that word from that world. If God’s Word will ever be spoken 

again, the church will hear it distantly, confusedly, “in a new language, perhaps quite 

nonreligious language” (DBW 8 436; DBWE 8 390). The Word will come to Christianity from 

the outside. The task of Christians in the wake of Christianity’s rank self-betrayal is to turn in 

silence towards the world it has devastated and wait to be transformed. Forfeit is any mandate to 

make Christians of the world. Instead Christianity must be quiet and hidden, opening itself to 

being melted and remolded.  

This chapter will argue for this radical reading of Bonhoeffer’s late theology. Fearing 

extinction between the twin pincers of secular liberalism and godless communism, the churches 

in Germany turned to the Nazis as their last best hope to preserve European Christendom. 

Witnessing this moral failure firsthand, Bonhoeffer strove to imagine a Christianity beyond any 

will to self-preservation. I take up Bonhoeffer’s work as a whole in light of the baptism sermon, 

showing that his critique of self-preservation is not simply a reaction to the German churches’ 

guilt but is part of a broader project: an antifascist theology that embraces ontological and moral 

limitation in face of Christianity’s temptation toward immortality and moral surety. To carry 

forward language from the previous chapter, this chapter will read Bonhoeffer for a theology 

beyond salvation.  

From his early writings on the church and his Christology lectures delivered amidst the 

Nazi takeover, I draw out a theological affirmation of ontological finitude. For Bonhoeffer, the 

incarnation is not an irruption of divine sovereignty that redeems us from our frail and finite 

flesh into an incorruptible and immutable eternity. Instead, it redeems us from desiring any such 

redemption. The incarnation is God’s “Yes” to the vulnerability and transience of creaturely life. 
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It’s also God’s “Yes” to the moral limitation that attends finitude, and here I focus on 

Bonhoeffer’s Ethics and its insistence on the unavoidability of guilt and the impossibility of self-

justification. I show how Bonhoeffer fits these two affirmations of finitude together: accepting 

that my moral judgments are necessarily partial and always open to being transformed by others 

means accepting that I not remain as I am forever. This theological affirmation of transience and 

transformation grounds the later baptism sermon’s challenge to Western Christendom in the 

wake of fascism. Christianity must confess its sins before a world it has devastated, listen to that 

world in silent supplication for a transforming word, and embrace that transformation as grace—

even if it means the replacement of the familiar by the foreign and the strange. 

 

Reading the sermon 

My reading of the baptism sermon as counseling an embrace of the dissolution of any 

familiar form of Christianity, and as consistent with a theological affirmation of transience and 

moral limitation that runs through Bonhoeffer’s writings from beginning to end, builds on 

Bonhoeffer scholarship yet departs from the main stream in significant ways. Frits de Lange 

offers the most extensive reading of the baptism sermon, finding in it a sophisticated critique of 

the performative failure of Christian speech in the wake of fascism. Western Christianity—not 

only in Germany—proclaims universal love while enacting racial hatred, and thus “its life and 

form are at odds with its proclamation, discrediting it in advance.”143 Christian speech is 

performative, de Lange argues; it does not describe a state of affairs but works to enact one by 

shaping human lives. Yet for Bonhoeffer its self-discrediting short circuits any performative 

effect. “It is the proclaiming church itself that makes its proclamation incredible,” in de Lange’s 

 
143 Frits de Lange, Waiting for the Word: Dietrich Bonhoeffer on Speaking about God (Grand Rapids, MI: W.B. 
Eerdmans Pub, 2000), 10. 
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words. “The act of proclaiming the gospel is still performed from the pulpits, but the language 

fails. It has no effect.”144 

De Lange is right to read the sermon as mourning Christianity’s forfeiting the 

competence to speak in the wake of its complicity, and as looking ahead to “a metamorphosis” of 

Christianity “to which the only adequate response is that of active waiting.”145 But he assumes 

this metamorphosis will happen within Christian speech, where I read the sermon as calling on 

Christian communities to attend to and be transformed by those outside of Christianity. In texts 

like Discipleship and the Ethics, Bonhoeffer raises the possibility that Christianity might be so 

utterly discredited that God’s word might only be discerned in non-Christians’ words of 

condemnation and refusal: what he calls a “promising godlessness” that preserves faith amid the 

“pious godlessness” of Christendom. The transformation that the baptism sermon awaits will 

come from outside Christianity or from the underside of Christendom; the metamorphosis will 

look more like dissolution.  

Leaning more into Bonhoeffer’s despair at Western Christianity’s moral collapse, I draw 

on Victoria Barnett and Andrew Shanks, who place guilt and shame at the center of their 

 
144 de Lange, 25. Chris Dodson offers a helpful corrective to de Lange by emphasizing that the baptism sermon must 
be understood in its sacramental context as a baptism sermon. But Dodson’s critique is hindered by his misreading 
of Bonhoeffer’s theology. He criticizes de Lange’s reliance on performativity theory for “elid[ing] the speech of 
God and the speech of the church,” but this is the same elision that Bonhoeffer performs in Sanctorum Communio 
when he insists that all access to God is mediated through the church. For Bonhoeffer, God’s speech is only ever to 
be discerned in the speech of other people. Chris Dodson, The God Who Is given: Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s 
Sacramental Theology and Religionless Christianity (Lanham: Lexington Books/Fortress Academic, 2021). For 
another reading of Bonhoeffer and performative speech acts that digs deeper into Judith Butler’s work on 
performativity, see Michelle C. Sanchez, “Bonhoeffer’s Lutheran Assertions: Cataphasis as Teaching Responsibility 
to the ‘Other,’” Scottish Journal of Theology 70, no. 4 (November 2017): 390–408, 
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0036930617000369. Dodson’s assumption that sacramental theology and performativity 
theory are at odds seems to me a misunderstanding of both. For an extensive treatment of the overlap between these 
two discourses, see Matthew Potts, Cormac McCarthy and the Signs of Sacrament: Literature, Theology, and the 
Moral of Stories (New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2015). 
145 de Lange, Waiting for the Word, 20. 
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readings of Bonhoeffer’s theology.146 Recent work on Bonhoeffer has attended to just how 

deeply he was influenced by Black theology; I draw on this scholarship to argue that 

Bonhoeffer’s critique is not limited to Protestant Christianity in Germany, but nor is it 

indiscriminately leveled against all Christian communities everywhere.147 Bonhoeffer critiques 

the dominant strands of Christian theology in the Euro-American world while remaining 

attentive to Christian communities and voices that oppose these strands. He was closely attuned 

to how racial segregation cuts through what we might otherwise call “the Christian world”; how 

those Christian communities surviving on the underside of modernity are just as much “outside” 

Christendom as non-Christian communities. This should apply just as much to other axes of 

exclusion that Bonhoeffer did not consider, such as gender and sexuality. To that end, I draw 

upon feminist engagement with Bonhoeffer, such as the work of Lisa Dahill and Chung Hyun 

Kyung, to push Bonhoeffer beyond his nostalgic attachment to the bourgeois patriarchal family 

and towards a more capacious affirmation of difference. 

At the risk of repeating myself, while Bonhoeffer wrote his theology of transience and 

moral limitation during the specific context of the twilight of Nazi Germany, his push for “the 

church” to renounce self-preservation should not be read as only directed to those churches in 

that context. His interest in transnational and transhistorical systems of exclusion and oppression, 

and his searching deep in Christian history for the theological structure of these systems as well 

as resources to combat them, leads me to read his critique as broadening beyond his own context. 

 
146 Barnett, “Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s Relevance for a Post-Holocaust Christian Theology”; Shanks, “Bonhoeffer’s 
Response to Nietzsche.” 
147 Reggie L. Williams, Bonhoeffer’s Black Jesus: Harlem Renaissance Theology and an Ethic of Resistance (Waco, 
Texas: Baylor University Press, 2014); Josiah U. Young, No Difference in the Fare: Dietrich Bonhoeffer and the 
Problem of Racism (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1998); Peter Frick, “Notes on Bonhoeffer’s Theological 
Anthropology: The Case of Racism,” in Understanding Bonhoeffer (T̈übingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2017), 185–200; Ross 
E. Halbach, Bonhoeffer and the Racialized Church (Waco: Baylor University Press, 2020), 
muse.jhu.edu/book/77536. 
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Bonhoeffer’s writings make possible a critique of Nazism as an instance of a broader politico-

theological crisis in Western Christendom, spanning geographically to Jim Crow America and 

historically to early Christian discourse on divine sovereignty. In the pages to come, I’ll trace the 

contours of this crisis and show how Bonhoeffer’s theology intervenes with a politically radical 

theology of transience. As Bonhoeffer himself put it, “Every call of Christ leads into death” 

(DBW 4 81; DBWE 4 87). 

 

Ontological Finitude 

It wasn’t entirely unreasonable for Christians in the Weimar Republic to feel that 

Christianity was losing its central place in German social life.148 The short-lived Republic saw 

the decline of church influence over the state; the decline of the churches’ cultural influence as 

women, homosexuals, and Jews became more visible in public life; and hemorrhaging church 

membership numbers.149 Church membership declined precipitously through the Weimar years, 

but the Nazis’ rise to power reversed this trend entirely.150 That year, the fateful church elections 

delivered the German churches to the Nazi-aligned Deutsche Christen faction in a landslide.151 

As Robert Ericksen puts it, “The story of 1933 is one in which a potentially rocky relationship 

smoothed out and each church [Protestant and Catholic] learned how to dance with the new 

German state.”152 The Nazis would save Christianity from extinction at the hands of secularism, 

 
148 Bergen, “Nazism and Christianity”; Daniel R. Borg, The Old Prussian Church and the Weimar Republic: A Study 
in Political Adjustment, 1917-1927 (Hanover, NH: University Press of New England, 1984); Rita Thalmann, 
Protestantisme et Nationalisme En Allemagne de 1900 à 1945 (Paris: Klincksieck, 1976). 
149 Peter Gay, Weimar Culture: The Outsider as Insider (New York: W. W. Norton, 1961). 
150 Thalmann, Protestantisme et Nationalisme En Allemagne de 1900 à 1945. 
151 Shelley Baranowski, “The 1933 German Protestant Church Elections: Machtpolitik or Accommodation?,” 
Church History 49, no. 3 (September 1980): 298–315, https://doi.org/10.2307/3164452. 
152 Ericksen, Complicity in the Holocaust, 25. 
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liberalism, and Bolshevism, and Christianity would survive by becoming an ever-more Nazified 

version of itself. 

This is the self-preservation Bonhoeffer’s baptism sermon rails against, the will to 

preserve at any cost the persistence of the same over the risks and transformations of difference. 

He saw the German churches’ enthusiasm for the Nazi revolution—even when this love affair 

was entirely one-sided and party higher-ups were working to crush the churches—as stemming 

from Nazism’s promise to fulfill in politics longings that had deep roots in Christian theology.153 

Christianity has long promised redemption from the finitude and limitations of worldly life, “an 

ultimate escape route out of… earthly tasks and difficulties into eternity,” secured through 

submission to an omnipotent sovereign (DBW 8 500; DBWE 8 447). I said above that 

Bonhoeffer resists this will to eternal self-preservation by reimagining “the church” as a 

community that accepts being transformed into what it is not, that does not speak a saving word 

but waits for that word to be spoken to it. To get a better view of this affirmation of transience 

and transformation, we need to look across the sweep of Bonhoeffer’s work, back to his earlier 

writings on ecclesiology and Christology.  

 

“Christ existing as community”: Mediation and mourning 

Bonhoeffer’s first book, Sanctorum Communio, centers around a curious formula: 

Christus als Gemeinde existierend, “Christ existing as community.”154 The phrase is a twist on 

 
153 As Doris Bergen has convincingly demonstrated, the Nazi Party was neither a fanatical anti-Christian movement 
nor was it straightforwardly and unambiguously Christian. Instead, the Party and the churches were, in her words, 
“partners and rivals.” In particular, the Party’s late turn against the churches in the war years provoked not resistance 
to a movement that had finally revealed itself as hostile to the faith, but more enthusiastic cooperation, as the 
churches fell over themselves to prove just how loyal they were. “For the sake of national solidarity and wartime 
exigencies, even the Confessing Church and all but the most recalcitrant parish priests rallied to the flag and the 
fighting Volk.” Bergen, “Nazism and Christianity,” 31–32. 
154 On this phrase, see Nicholas Adams, “God Existing as Community,” in The Eclipse of Grace: Divine and Human 
Action in Hegel (Hoboken: Wiley, 2013), 166–219; Michael Mawson, Christ Existing as Community: Bonhoeffer’s 
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Hegel’s definition of Geist in the Lectures on the Philosophy of Religion: Gott als Gemeinde 

existierend “God existing as community.”155 Hegel’s formula identifies God with the ongoing 

cultural and political life of the European community, made visible and concrete in its 

institutions like church, state, and family.156 By shifting the language slightly from “God” to 

“Christ”—from Hegel’s absolute to a person—Bonhoeffer tries to understand the church 

community not in terms of an abstract idea but in terms of Hegel’s account of the subject. Judith 

Butler helpfully defines the Hegelian subject as one “who constantly finds itself out of itself, and 

whose periodic expropriations do not lead to a return to a former self.”157 Already in his first 

book, Bonhoeffer is thinking of Christ, the self, and the church in terms of vulnerability, 

dispossession, and otherness.  

While drawing deeply from Hegel, Bonhoeffer sees his identification of Christ and the 

church as a gloss on the Pauline formula of the church as the body of Christ. “Paul repeatedly 

identifies Christ and the church-community… Where the body of Christ is, there Christ truly is. 

Christ is in the church-community, as the church-community is in Christ… ‘To be in Christ’ is 

synonymous with ‘to be in the church-community’” (DBW 1 86; DBWE 1 140). And for Paul, 

 
Ecclesiology (Oxford University Press, 2018), https://www-oxfordscholarship-com.ezp-
prod1.hul.harvard.edu/view/10.1093/oso/9780198826460.001.0001/oso-9780198826460; David S. Robinson, Christ 
and Revelatory Community in Bonhoeffer’s Reception of Hegel (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2018). 
155 Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, Lectures on the Philosophy of Religion, Volume III: The Consummate Religion, 
ed. Peter Crafts Hodgson (New York: Clarendon Press, 2007), 256.  
156 My reading of Hegel on this point lies between Charles Taylor’s formula “Geist or God” and Terry Pinkard’s 
reading of Geist as “not a metaphysical entity but a fundamental relation among persons that mediates their self-
consciousness, a way in which people reflect on what they have come to take as authoritative for themselves.” A 
more nuanced reading is given by David Robinson, who defines Geist as “a rationally actualising social field” to 
highlight “that for Hegel the divine persons are not equated with Geist without remainder… Hegel tends to constrain 
God’s manifestation within and as this variegated set of rational fields.” Charles Taylor, Hegel (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2005), 87; Terry P. Pinkard, Hegel’s Phenomenology: The Sociality of Reason 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 8–9; Robinson, Christ and Revelatory Community in Bonhoeffer’s 
Reception of Hegel, 31. I’m grateful to Peter Gordon and his seminar on Hegel and Marx for clarifying my reading 
of the Phenomenology. 
157 Judith Butler, Subjects of Desire: Hegelian Reflections in Twentieth-Century France (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1987), xv. 
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the church is “a whole that becomes concrete in the individual congregations—that is, concrete 

in its totality in each individual congregation” (DBW 1 85; DBWE 1 135-36). One belongs to the 

church not in some abstract and universal sense, but in one’s particular life in a particular 

congregation. And it is the particularity of the congregation—its life together, these relationships 

between these people in this place across this period of time—that is the church-community that 

Christ is. The preaching and the sacraments, but also the readings, the intercessory prayers, 

weddings and funerals, Sunday school lessons, potlucks, vestry meetings, friendships and 

rivalries, disagreements, tensions—the messy life of this heterogeneous and transitory 

community is how Christ exists in the world. Again, Butler can be helpful here. Bonhoeffer is 

trying to understand the church not as an Idea but as a subject. And the Hegelian subject, as 

Butler describes it, is never coherent and seamless but a patchwork of internal fragmentation, 

lack, and difference.158 It is with this messiness and lack in mind that we should read 

Bonhoeffer’s bold statement that Christ’s presence is mediated through the church: “The church 

is the presence of Christ in the same way that Christ is the presence of God. The New Testament 

knows a form of revelation, ‘Christ existing as church-community’” (DBW 1 87; DBWE 1 140-

41).  

“Christ existing as community” is, for Bonhoeffer, quite literal. “It is not as if Christ 

could be abstracted from the church; rather, it is none other than Christ who ‘is’ the Church. 

Christ does not represent it; only what is not present can be represented” (DBW 1 100; DBWE 1 

157). And it is literal because, for Bonhoeffer, all our access to God is mediated through the 

church. As he puts it in an early draft of Sanctorum Communio, “It is a Christian insight that God 

uses the social nature of human beings in order to act among them in every respect. God acts in 

 
158 Butler, 5, 9. 
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history; thus God’s claim is mediated for us, essentially and primarily, by other people, and is 

bound to sociality” (DBW 1 219n77; DBWE 1 55n77).  

As nice as it may sound to say the everyday tensions and conflicts that make up church 

life are the very medium of divine grace, these early writings on the church cast shadows that 

Bonhoeffer cannot see. Are those outside of church communities then bereft of grace? And what 

if the tensions and conflicts in a church community aren’t only about budgets and prickly 

personalities, but about racial segregation, war, deportation, mass death? Fifteen years later, 

Bonhoeffer’s baptism sermon will lament the total moral collapse of Western Christianity as it 

stood by or blessed fascist violence, describing the church in a post-Nazi world as crushed into 

silence, cast out to wander the world and listen for the Word it once spoke to be spoken to it in 

the unfamiliar words of strangers. Sanctorum Communio gives no hint that such a stripping of 

the Word from Christianity is possible. In this early work, Bonhoeffer affirms worldly life by 

identifying Christ with the church community. Christ is to be found within the church and not 

outside it. We know in advance where he can be found and where he is absent. If you want to 

find God, Sanctorum Communio counsels, look in familiar and expected places. Perhaps 

unfamiliar and unexpected places within those familiar and expected places—a dull sermon, a 

parishioner you haven’t met or don’t care for, an argument at coffee hour—but still within a 

community known more or less in advance.  

Sanctorum Communio divinizes what Bonhoeffer’s Old-Prussian Church called the 

Volkskirche, which historian Daniel Borg defines as “an involuntary association to which one 

[belongs] by virtue of one’s birth and the beliefs of one’s parents.”159 According to Borg, the 

concept is significant for understanding why the German churches rejected the Weimar Republic 

 
159 Borg, The Old Prussian Church and the Weimar Republic, 2. 
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in favor of Völkisch nationalism. In his early years, Bonhoeffer flirted with Völkisch thought, 

proclaiming in 1929 that “[e]thics is a matter of blood”; that “what I am, I am through my 

people” and thus war is justified if it protects “my biological brother” from a foreign enemy; that 

God calls the Volk “to proliferation, to struggle and victory [Gott ruft das Volk zur 

Mannigfaltigkeit, zum Kampf und Sieg]” (DBW 10 337-59; DBR 74-91). The logic is 

straightforward: if our access to God is mediated by the Volkskirche, then shouldn’t its 

preservation be fought for at all costs? 

There seems to be a complete about-face between Sanctorum Communio and the baptism 

sermon. The early work counsels the church to turn inward and preserve itself as the space (the 

only space) where Christ can be found. The later work calls on the church to turn outwards 

towards the world outside itself, with the non-Christian world now the space (the only space?) 

where Christ’s saving Word can be heard.160 But a thread runs through this turning. Our access to 

God is only ever mediated—on this point, Bonhoeffer never wavers. What changes is what this 

mediation is. Bonhoeffer’s deepening awareness of the complicity and corruption of the German 

churches leads him to a more radical understanding of mediation, which in turn leads him to a 

theological affirmation of the transience and moral ambivalence of creaturely life. Before 

bearing fruit in the baptism sermon, this affirmation comes through the strongest in his lectures 

on Christology. 

 

Christology amid the ruins 

 In the summer of 1933, the two pillars of Bonhoeffer’s life—the university and the 

church—would fall to the Nazis. As Robert Ericksen writes, the two institutions that prided 

 
160 Perhaps there is a way the Word can be “heard” in the church’s silent works of repentance and mercy.  
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themselves on their independence and incorruptibility rapidly became enthusiastic mouthpieces 

for the new regime.161 That summer, Bonhoeffer gave a lecture course on Christology. He 

lectured at Friedrich Wilhelm University in the heart of Berlin from May 3 to July 22, 1933, 

early every Wednesday and Saturday morning.162 Outside the classroom, Germany was tumbling 

into the abyss. The year had already been chaotic: Hitler was appointed Chancellor at the end of 

January, and over the next three months the Nazis rapidly cemented their control of Germany. 

When the summer semester began, the Nazi Civil Service Law had already been in place for 

almost a month: Jews and other non-Aryans were barred from civil service jobs, including the 

professoriate. The university system was already being Nazified. One week into the semester, the 

SA and the Nazi-aligned German Student Union hauled 20,000 books from the Friedrich 

Wilhelm University library and brought them to the Opernplatz in the center of Berlin. There, 

they were tossed on the pile of books looted four days earlier from Magnus Hirschfeld’s Institut 

für Sexualwissenschaft and burned. 

That was how the semester started. It ended the day before the German churches held 

their national elections for local parish council representatives. On July 23, the pro-Nazi 

 
161 Ericksen, Complicity in the Holocaust. For the context of the lectures, see Charles Marsh, Strange Glory: A Life 
of Dietrich Bonhoeffer (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2014), 170–80. 
162 Unfortunately Bonhoeffer did not write down the lectures themselves; what we have are reconstructions from 
student notes. Rowan Williams has described reading the reconstructions as “trying to view a great painting through 
frosted glass.” Rowan Williams, Christ the Heart of Creation (New York: Bloomsbury Continuum, 2018), 185. My 
own understanding of the lectures has been deepened by Williams’ book, which draws the fragmentary student notes 
into fuller conversation with the whole history of Christology. See also Peter Hooton, Bonhoeffer’s Religionless 
Christianity in Its Christological Context (Lanham: Lexington Books/Fortress Academic, 2020), 76–96, which 
admirably situates the lectures within the rest of Bonhoeffer’s work. Ernst Feil likewise sees Bonhoeffer’s thought 
as a continuous whole and describes the lectures as “the fruit of his theological endeavors up to that point and the 
foundation of his subsequent practical work,” though this idea of seamless continuity leads him to see the lectures as 
only a hinge between Bonhoeffer’s “early” and “middle” periods, and he devotes a scant three pages to them in his 
otherwise exhaustive book. Ernst Feil, The Theology of Dietrich Bonhoeffer (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1985), 
74–76.  
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Deutsche Christen faction won the church elections in a landslide. The DC won seven of eight 

provincial synods, carrying some of them with 75% of the vote.163 

Amid the chaos of the university’s Nazification and the dread of the looming church 

elections, Bonhoeffer lectured on the central claim of Christian theology: that Jesus of Nazareth 

is God. God’s willingness to take on the finitude and frailty of a human life is the Christological 

foundation of what will become the baptism sermons’ repudiation of Christian self-preservation. 

Bonhoeffer’s lectures emphasize vulnerability and mortality, and he sees the incarnation as at 

once God’s affirmation of human limitation and God’s condemnation of the systems of 

domination that unequally distribute vulnerability and death. To flesh out and expand this side of 

Bonhoeffer’s Christology, I’ll draw on Judith Butler’s writings on vulnerability. According to 

them, vulnerability is not something that happens to me, but is what makes possible a “me” in 

the first place. Butler’s account of vulnerability illuminates Bonhoeffer’s claim that theology can 

only speak of God in terms of Jesus’ birth and death, his manger and his cross. The incarnation, 

I’ll argue, redeems us not from this founding vulnerability but from the anxious will to self-

preservation that would seek to mitigate it by any means.  

 

Theology of the serpent  

The central claim of Christian theology is that Jesus Christ is God. Yet Bonhoeffer sees 

theology as trapped in the blind alley of “How” questions: How is it that a human being can be 

God? How did God become incarnate? For Bonhoeffer, these questions reveal a deep discomfort 

with creaturely life. Theology too often recoils from the claim that such a frail and fleeting thing 

as a human life could bear the full presence of God, assuming it’s a problem that needs to be 

 
163 For analysis of the campaigns and elections, see Baranowski, “The 1933 German Protestant Church Elections.” 



 110 
 

solved. We then churn out endless metaphysical speculation, bickering over enhypostasis or 

anhypostasis, homoousios or homoiousios. All of this speculation on “how” is a way of avoiding 

the real question: “Who are you?” For Bonhoeffer, everything turns on whether theology asks 

How is it possible for this human being to be God?, or Who is this human being who is God? 

Despite the chaos just outside the seminar room, Bonhoeffer’s lectures rarely bring up 

politics directly. Still, the distinction between Who and How questions bears upon political 

theology. “The question of ‘who’ expresses the otherness of the other,” Bonhoeffer says in an 

early lecture. But the “How” question—“‘how’ is it possible for you to exist?”—“that is the 

godless question, the serpent’s question” (DBW 12 283; DBWE 12 302-3).  

This mention of “the serpent’s question” hearkens back to Bonhoeffer’s winter semester 

course on the book of Genesis. On January 24, 1933, he reflected on the serpent’s question to 

Eve: “Did God really say, you shall not eat from every kind of tree in the garden?” What’s so 

cunning about this question, Bonhoeffer says, is its piety. The serpent does not tempt Adam and 

Eve to disobey God. Instead, it tempts them to look beyond the given word of God—beyond the 

mediation of signs—to search for a truer God, a more godly God, behind it. Did God really 

say…? “In this way the serpent purports somehow to know about the depths of the true God 

beyond this given word of God—about the true God who is so badly misrepresented in this 

human word… The serpent knows of a more exalted God, a nobler God.” The serpent appears as 

the pious representative of a glorious divine sovereign, one who transcends the fumbling 

awkwardness of human words. “Only as the pious serpent is it evil… Did God really say…?—

that is the utterly godless question.” The serpent, Bonhoeffer says, knows how to tempt 

Christians: “one must actually approach them with God, one must show them a better, prouder 

God than they seem to have, if they are to fall” (DBW 3 99-100; DBWE 3 106-7).  
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One week later, on January 31, Bonhoeffer lectured again. At 11:30am the day before, 

President von Hindenburg had appointed Hitler Chancellor of the Reich. On this first day of the 

new Germany, as the National Socialists dissolved the Reichstag, Bonhoeffer returned again to 

the serpent’s question: 

It is not a piece of stupidity but the very pinnacle of the serpent’s cunning that the 
serpent so crudely exaggerates when it asks the question: “Did God really say—
‘You shall not eat from every kind of tree in the garden’?” In this way the serpent 
has Eve on its side from the outset and compels her to acknowledge… No, God 
naturally did not say that. And already this reaction, in which Eve is made to 
qualify something with regard to a word of God—even though it has been 
misconstrued to her—must throw her into the greatest confusion. Indeed it must 
make her aware, for the first time, of the fascination of passing judgment on the 
word of God. By means of what is obviously false the serpent will now also bring 
about the downfall of what is right. May we be on our guard against such cunning 
exaggerations of God’s commandment. Evil is certainly at work in them. (DBW 3 
101-2; DBWE 3 109-10) 
 
Six months later, in his Christology lectures, Bonhoeffer invokes the serpent’s question 

again, bringing all this political weight to bear upon theology’s idle speculation as to how a mere 

human life can bear the fullness of God. The tension between Christology’s “Who” and “How,” 

for Bonhoeffer, is as political as it is theological. In the winter lectures, Bonhoeffer invoked the 

serpent to warn his students about political theology: when human frailty is scorned and a 

“nobler God” of power and mastery is sought, we are in the serpent’s nest. In the Christology 

lectures, “how” questions function much the same. Lurking behind the centuries of theological 

speculation as to how a human being can at the same time be God lies a fundamental discomfort 

with human finitude and limitation.164 That this man, this Jewish Galilean, who suffers and 

 
164 And a rejection of human particularity—the Nazification of theology in the Third Reich should not be read as a 
fundamental break with the history of theology, but of a piece with centuries of discomfort with the Jewishness of 
Jesus of Nazareth. Susannah Heschel and Robert Ericksen have done some of the most extensive work on 
Aryanizing efforts in nineteenth and twentieth century German theology. See especially Susannah Heschel, 
Abraham Geiger and the Jewish Jesus (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998); Susannah Heschel, The Aryan 
Jesus: Christian Theologians and the Bible in Nazi Germany (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2008); Robert 
P. Ericksen, Theologians under Hitler: Gerhard Kittel, Paul Althaus and Emanuel Hirsch (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1986). For a history of theology’s discomfort with the Jewishness of Jesus that attends to this 
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weeps and ages and stumbles and dies, that such a frail and fleeting thing is God, is for so much 

of theology a problem that must be explained. Ailing, erring flesh cannot of its own be holy; 

there must have been some metaphysical maneuver that God in all God’s omnipotence pulled off 

to make these otherwise opposed natures of divinity and humanity fit together. In theological 

speculation into the “how” question, Bonhoeffer detects a flight from vulnerability and 

transience, a yearning for eternity and for divine power, that was leading the German churches 

headlong into disaster. 

 

“Negative Christology”: The decentered center 

For Bonhoeffer, creaturely existence is marked by vulnerability and loss. I mentioned 

earlier how his understanding of human life is deeply shaped by Hegel’s account of the subject, 

which is (in Butler’s words) “an ek-static one, a subject who constantly finds itself outside 

itself… one for whom no return to self is possible, for whom there is no final recovery from self-

loss…. a self constitutively at risk of self-loss.”165 The decenteredness and self-loss of the human 

subject takes on new meaning when read through the Christological claim that God became a 

human being. Christ, Bonhoeffer says, is “the center of human existence, of history, and of 

nature.” Yet “the center is at the same time a boundary” (DBW 12 307; DBWE 12 324). And this 

one who is both our center and limit does not have any stable being in himself, but exists entirely 

as handed-over. Self-loss is, in Jesus’ case, self-gift. Bonhoeffer describes Christ’s being as pro-

nobis or pro-me, “for-us” or “for-me.” “The being of Christ’s person is essentially relatedness to 

me. His being-Christ is his being-for-me… The very core of his person is pro-me.” Theology 

 
discomfort’s afterlife in the modern idea of race, see J. Kameron Carter, Race: A Theological Account (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2008). 
165 Butler, Subjects of Desire, xv. 
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meets its limits here: “It is not only useless to meditate on a Christ-in-himself, but godless, 

precisely because Christ is not there in-himself, but rather is there for you” (DBW 12 295-96; 

DBWE 12 314). 

This insight, that there is no Christ-in-himself but only a Christ-for-me, forms the ground 

of the baptism sermon’s call for Christian words to become silent and powerless and for 

Christian communities to listen for the Word to be spoken in “a new language, perhaps quite 

nonreligious language.” Christ the decentered center moves ever outward in Bonhoeffer’s 

thought, eventually far beyond anything familiar to a ruined Christendom. His earlier claim that 

Christ is the church-community takes on new meaning in the lectures—what matters is not so 

much the community itself, but Christ’s self-displacement: He is “for us,” meaning he is not for 

himself. We are decentered, as our center—Christ—is at the same time our limit. And this 

decentered center is itself decentered (language also reaches its limit): Christ’s center is not 

himself, but us. And if Christ is both my center and my limit, if my center is “between myself 

and me,” then I cannot rest comfortably within the given, but am constantly being pushed out of 

myself towards the unfamiliar and the unknown (DBW 12 306; DBWE 12 324). As Rowan 

Williams puts it, Bonhoeffer’s claim that Christ exists for me, “far from implying an 

individualistic theological perspective, puts my selfhood in question at its foundation.”166 If I am 

not my own ground, if my center is outside myself, then, to quote Butler, “self-identity is only 

rendered actual to the extent that it is mediated through that which is different” and all language 

of “finality, stasis, closure” becomes impossible.167 Bonhoeffer’s baptism sermon blames the 

German churches’ complicity with Nazism on their relentless will to self-preservation. His 

Christology reveals this will as a theological mistake: if my center is not in myself but in Christ, 

 
166 Williams, Christ the Heart of Creation, 190. 
167 Butler, Subjects of Desire, 18, 14. 
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and if Christ’s center is not in himself but in another, then the very idea of a stable self (or 

church community) that could be preserved from transformation and displacement is impossible.  

Bonhoeffer does not address salvation directly in the Christology lectures, and he only 

glancingly approaches it in his final writings, but this instability of the self seems to throw into 

question salvation theology—or at least salvation as Bataille would describe it, the infinite 

preservation of the self. Early Christianity’s “how” questions, after all, were about salvation. 

They were attempts to understand how God saves humanity through Christ. Athanasius summed 

up the salvific work of the incarnation: God became human so that humans could become God. 

But if Christ’s being is displacement and self-loss, then “becoming God” must mean something 

other than unceasing plenitude and sameness. Salvation may mean—like we saw in Certeau—

being saved from the desire to flee our vulnerable and transient flesh. The seeds of this 

rethinking of salvation in Bonhoeffer are already present in the Christology lectures, with the 

emphasis on the “who” of Jesus rather than the serpent’s “how” questions. 

In Bonhoeffer’s telling of the early church’s Christological controversies, the Council of 

Chalcedon served a purely delimiting role. It was a desperate attempt to set limits on speech 

about “how” questions and drive theology back to dwelling in the mystery that who this infant is, 

who this dying man is, is God. Chalcedon is “negative Christology”; it does not make any 

positive claims about Jesus, but instead places limits on theological speech. Specifically, 

Chalcedon “cancels itself out,” using the terms “natures” and “substances” only to demonstrate 

their bankruptcy. Continuing in the spirit of Chalcedon, for Bonhoeffer, means not further 

speculation on the two natures of Christ, but setting such speculation aside to speak instead of his 

birth in a manger and his death on a cross.168  

 
168 Bonhoeffer’s refusal of metaphysical speculation and his insistence that the Christological question is, as he puts 
it in the prison papers, “Who is Christ for us today?” has perhaps been most fruitfully carried forward in the US by 
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“Positive Christology”: Manger and Cross 

If the doctrinal statements of the church are “negative Christology,” boundaries around 

theological speech, what actual positive claims can be made about Jesus, about the relationship 

between us and God? The final lectures, delivered amid Bonhoeffer’s desperate campaigning 

against the Deutsche Christen’s takeover of the churches, seek to give a theological affirmation 

of frailty and finitude. Bonhoeffer’s “positive Christology” grounds the baptism letter’s 

renunciation of self-preservation in the vulnerability and death of Jesus. 

Again and again, Bonhoeffer hammers home for his students just how radical is the claim 

that God became a human being in Jesus of Nazareth. Much of Christian theology, he laments, 

works to obscure or forget the shock of its founding claim with abstruse word games. What is 

important about the incarnation is not that God hit upon a clever solution to a tricky metaphysical 

problem, concocting the right mix of natures, substances, and persons to fix all this mess. What’s 

important about the incarnation is the simple claim that this human being is God. “Who is this 

God? He is the God who became human as we became human. He is completely human” (DBW 

12 340; DBWE 12 353).  

 
Black liberation and womanist theologians. For an overview of Black liberation and womanist Christologies, see 
Kelly Brown Douglas, The Black Christ (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1994).  James Cone puts this approach succinctly 
(though, unlike Bonhoeffer, he sees it as in tension with Chalcedon rather than a continuation): “The Jesus about 
whom I speak, however, is not primarily the one of Nicaea and Chalcedon, nor of Luther, Calvin, and Barth… For 
christological reflection, I turn to the Jesus of Matthew, Mark, Luke, John, and Paul and of the Spirituals and Gospel 
Music, Fannie Lou Hamer, and Martin Luther King, Jr. The Jesus of the biblical and black traditions is not a 
theological concept but a liberating presence in the lives of the poor in their fight for dignity and worth.” James H. 
Cone, God of the Oppressed (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1997), xiii. Compare Cone’s statement to Bonhoeffer’s 
invocation of non-theological appearances of Jesus in political organizing and literature: “When the proletariat says 
that Jesus is a good human being, it means more than the bourgeoisie means when it says that Jesus is God… He 
stands beside members of the proletariat as a fighter in their ranks against the capitalist enemy. Dostoevsky portrays 
the idiot as a Christ figure… One could also read Gerhart Hauptmann’s novel about Emanuel Quint. Or think of 
Grosz and his distortion of Christ. Here in the end we also have the question, Who are you really?” (DBW 12 287; 
DBWE 12 306-7). George Grosz’s book of illustrations, Ecce Homo, was burned in the Opernplatz on May 10, 
1933.  
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For Bonhoeffer, so much of the history of Christian theology is an elaborate avoidance of 

this claim: this human being is God. Often theology works backwards, spinning out a definition 

of God—omnipotent, omniscient, immutable, and so on—and only then trying to work out how 

such a God could ever squeeze into such a ragged and passable thing as flesh. To turn from 

“how” questions toward “who” questions is to see all such theologizing as empty speculation. 

“We say of this human being, Jesus Christ, that he is God. This does not mean that we already 

knew beforehand who God is. It also does not mean that the assertion that this human being is 

God adds something onto his being human” (DBW 12 340; DBWE 12 353). To say that Jesus of 

Nazareth is God is not to say that Jesus is human + God, that divinity is something in excess of 

humanity, that Jesus has or is this extra thing that the rest of us lack. Jesus is God “not in spite of 

his humanity or beyond his humanity,” but in his humanity (DBW 12 341; DBWE 12 354). The 

incarnation, for Bonhoeffer, is God drinking human limitation to the dregs.  

But for all that Bonhoeffer invokes frailty, weakness, humiliation, and death, he’s 

adamant that the incarnation itself is in no way a moment of God’s self-renunciation. He 

distances himself from those he calls “kenotics,” who see God’s becoming-human as part of 

God’s self-emptying.169 Kenotic theologians claim that in becoming a limited and finite creature, 

God gives up being God. To this, Bonhoeffer has a Nietzschean reply: being human is no 

humiliation.170 “God glorifies himself in the human,” he says. “God’s becoming human is God’s 

 
169 Simone Weil, discussed in the next chapter, offers perhaps the most extreme version of such a “kenotic” 
theology.  
170 Peter Frick correctly reads Bonhoeffer as trying to find in theology a radicalization of Nietzsche; for Bonhoeffer, 
the world-affirmation that Zarathustra struggles for his whole life and in the end only dimly scries is in fact already 
given in the incarnation: “Both agree that the essence of humanity lies not in its transcendent horizon, but in its 
immanent, earthly affirmation of life in all its manifestations. Only in the total affirmation of all of life is the 
affirmation of all of humanity, and vice-versa. For Nietzsche, this affirmation is the end in itself, the meaning of 
both the overman and earth; for Bonhoeffer, it is the hallmark of following Christ, whose reality brings about on this 
earth the very groundedness and life-affirmation that Zarathustra announces.” Peter Frick, “Friedrich Nietzsche’s 
Aphorisms and Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s Theology,” in Bonhoeffer’s Intellectual Formation, ed. Peter Frick (Tübingen: 
Mohr Siebeck, 2008), 198. 
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message about the glorification of God, who honors himself by being in human form.” Human 

limitation—finitude, mortality, moral ambiguity—is not a humiliation God had to endure for a 

time, but is itself glorious in God’s eyes.171 

In his critique of the “kenotics,” Bonhoeffer takes up and extends Luther’s refusal of the 

theology of glory. God is glorious, Bonhoeffer insists, but God’s glory does not look like what 

we usually mean by glory. We learn what God’s glory is like by looking at Jesus, and what we 

see when we look at Jesus is an ordinary human being, vulnerable and finite and mortal. Judith 

Butler’s account of the subject is helpful both for describing the vulnerability-unto-death 

constitutive of the human, and for insisting (like Bonhoeffer) that vulnerability and death are not 

humiliations that happen to me but the very conditions of there being a “me” in the first place. In 

their book Giving an Account of Oneself, they describe early childhood as a moment of “primary 

impingement” in which “I am, prior to acquiring an ‘I,’ a being who has been touched, moved, 

fed, changed, put to sleep, established as the subject and object of speech.”172 This primary 

experience of being handed over, utterly vulnerable to another’s cruelty or kindness, attention or 

neglect, is the ground out of which the self emerges, and the self forever bears the marks of this 

founding dispossession. “From this primary experience of being given over from the start, an ‘I’ 

subsequently emerges. And the ‘I,’ regardless of its claims to mastery, will never get over having 

been given over from the start in this way.”173 This founding dispossession finds its mirror in the 

dispossession of death: twin moments of complete vulnerability, of being wholly taken into the 

hands of another. The whole of a human life is bookended by experiences of utter vulnerability, 

 
171 Bonhoeffer appears to be drawing on early Christology for this point. Irenaeus of Lyons claimed in the second 
century that “The glory of God is the human being fully alive.” Quoted in Mayra Rivera, “Glory: The First Passion 
of Theology?,” in Polydoxy: Theology of Multiplicity and Relation, ed. Catherine Keller and Laurel C. Schneider 
(London: Routledge, 2011), 167. 
172 Butler, Giving an Account of Oneself, 69–70. 
173 Butler, 77. 
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and these experiences structure the “I” that emerges between them. For Butler, this structuring 

vulnerability is not an embarrassment to be lamented but opens up the very possibility of 

responsibility and relation. As they put it,  

[N]one of us is fully bounded, utterly separate, but, rather, we are in our skins, 
given over, in each other’s hands, at each other’s mercy. This is a situation we do 
not choose. It forms the horizon of choice, and it grounds our responsibility. In 
this sense, we are not responsible for it, but it creates the conditions under which 
we assume responsibility.174 
 

And for Bonhoeffer, this condition of always having been given over into the hands of another is 

revealed, in Jesus’ handing over of himself to others in infancy and death, as God’s glory. 

Bonhoeffer sees the “stumbling block” of the incarnation is not that God became finite 

and vulnerable in these ways, but that God’s embrace of finitude and vulnerability means there is 

no escape route. The incarnation challenges us to see our limitation—being in each other’s 

hands, at each other’s mercy—as good and holy. Our finitude is God’s glory. But this is a strange 

glory, the reverse of our everyday way of seeing things: “Why does that sound so improbable 

and strange to us? Because God’s becoming human in Jesus Christ does not visibly glorify God; 

because God who became human is the Crucified One” (DBW 12 342; DBWE 12 355). God is 

humiliated not because Jesus is human, but because of what happened to this human being Jesus, 

because of the horrific and dehumanizing violence to which he was subjected. This is the 

paradox of the incarnation: the life and death of Jesus is at once God’s affirmation of human 

limitation and God’s condemnation of the violence into which our limited and erring selves fall. 

Judith Butler’s term “precarity” gets at this ambivalence. The general human condition of 

vulnerability and limitation is good and worth celebrating, it is the condition of any good and 

loving relation, but it is also the condition of any harmful and violating relation, and this harm is 

 
174 Butler, 101. 
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unequally distributed.175 For Butler, the ambivalence of vulnerability—we are all vulnerable, but 

we are not vulnerable in the same ways or to the same extent—grounds the struggle against the 

unequal distribution of precarity.176 The shame is not that we are in each other’s hands and at 

each other’s mercy, but that our hands are too often closed and mercy too often denied. But that 

we are vulnerable, that we are precarious—for Bonhoeffer, the incarnation is God’s “Yes” to this 

structuring vulnerability. 

“Then how was he different from us? The first answer is, not at all” (DBW 12 344; 

DBWE 12 356). This is the heart of Bonhoeffer’s Christology. To say that Jesus is God is not to 

say how this person is different from the rest of us—he was born of a virgin, he performed 

miracles, he had supernatural abilities, he rose from the dead. It is to say who is this person who 

is no different from us. This radical commitment to the incarnation leads Bonhoeffer to question 

long-accepted doctrines like the virgin birth. “The doctrine of the virgin birth is supposed to 

express how God becomes human. But does it not result in the decisive point being missed, that 

Jesus became like us?” (DBW 12 341-42; DBWE 12 354-55). A too-dogmatic insistence on the 

virgin birth risks carving off the whole of human sexuality as somehow too worldly to be holy.177 

 
175 Judith Butler, Precarious Life: The Powers of Mourning and Violence (New York: Verso, 2006). 
176 Judith Butler, The Force of Nonviolence: An Ethico-Political Bind (Brooklyn: Verso Books, 2020). 
177 See also Klaus Theweleit, Male Fantasies, Volume 1: Women, Floods, Bodies, Histories, trans. Stephen Conway 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1987). Theweleit tracks the intense fear of sexuality found in the 
memoirs of the Freikorps, who imagined sexuality as threatening to dissolve a bounded and stable self that could 
only be maintained through violence. I am admittedly reading Bonhoeffer beyond Bonhoeffer here. There has been 
endless speculation on Bonhoeffer’s own sexuality, which I will spare the reader. But Bonhoeffer’s writings, at least 
up until the prison letters, reveal a loathing of sexuality that reads almost like Theweleit’s Freikorps men—with the 
crucial difference that for Bonhoeffer, sexuality threatens not to dissolve the self, but to preserve it from dissolution. 
To give a representative quote, from Creation and Fall: “Sexuality is a passionate hatred of any limit. It is extreme 
lack of respect for things-as-they-are; it is self-will, an obsessive but powerless will for unity in a divided world… 
Sexuality seeks to destroy the other person as a creature, robs the other person of his or her creatureliness, lays 
violent hands on the other person as one’s limit, and hates grace. By destroying the other person one seeks to 
preserve and reproduce one’s own life. Human beings create by destroying; in sexuality the human race preserves 
itself while it destroys” (DBW 3 115-16; DBWE 3 123). It is interesting to contrast Georges Bataille to Bonhoeffer 
on this point. Bataille differentiates eroticism from sexual reproduction, which allows him to claim that while 
eroticism, like Bonhoeffer’s “sexuality,” entails violence and the transgression of the limit, it subverts the desire for 
self-preservation and thereby opens up space for what Bataille calls “grace.” 
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But the “decisive point” is that God became one of us, including the aspects of being human that 

we might think of as dirty or shameful. 

This idea that the incarnation sanctifies the ordinary also leads Bonhoeffer to a strange 

reading of the miracle stories. He wants to claim that Jesus was an ordinary human being. We 

might expect him to follow the liberal theology of the day and dismiss the miracle stories as 

“ghost stories of their time.” But Bonhoeffer threads the needle and insists on both Jesus’ 

ordinariness and the reality of his miracles. “The ancient religious world was full of miracles,” 

he says. Performing miracles made Jesus less exceptional in this “world of magic” (DBW 12 

346; DBWE 12 358-59).178  

Bonhoeffer summarizes his Christology—indeed the whole of his thought—in a few 

lines: “If we are to describe Jesus as God, we would not speak of his being all-powerful or all-

knowing; we would speak of his birth in a manger and of his cross. There is no ‘divine nature’ as 

all-powerful and ever-present” (DBW 12 341; DBWE 12 354). 

We must renounce speaking of God in terms of omnipotence and otherworldliness. If we 

want to speak of God, we must speak of a trembling infant clutched by a desperate teenage 

mother and a forsaken man dying on a cross. Human life is bookended by the radical 

vulnerability of infancy and death and is at each moment structured by this vulnerability. Jesus is 

God not despite or beyond this utter vulnerability but in it. To quote Kierkegaard, “this form of a 

servant is not something put on like the king’s plebian cloak, which just by flapping open would 

betray the king… For this is the boundlessness of love, that in earnestness and truth and not in 

 
178 There’s an interesting connection with Simone Weil here. In a notebook, Weil describes Christ’s miracles as the 
“almost base part of his mission.” The “supernatural part,” on the other hand, is “sweating blood, the unsatisfied 
desire to find consolation among his friends, the supplication to be spared, the feeling of being abandoned by God. 
[My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?] There is the real proof that Christianity is something divine” (WOC 
VI.2 368). 
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jest it wills to be the equal of the beloved.”179 Early Christological speculations, as Bonhoeffer 

tells it, fled from this vulnerability, seeing it as a problem to be solved by drawing lines between 

the cloak and the king, between human and divine natures, persons, or substances. And 

contemporary theology repeats these errors in its endless encomia to God’s omnipotence (DBW 

12 320-21; DBWE 12 336). 

In its fixation on power, immortality, and purity, too much of theology misses the point 

of the incarnation. Jesus’ death becomes merely a prelude to a glorious resurrection, the shouted-

for descent from the cross postponed for a few days.180 His birth becomes the inbreaking of raw 

divine power into a godless world, an atom bomb in swaddling clothes. But for Bonhoeffer, the 

incarnation reveals God as the one who willingly consents to being human—not only consents to 

it, but glories in the limitations and finitude of worldly life. 

 

Incarnation and moral finitude 

Throughout the Christology lectures, Bonhoeffer consistently says God “became human” 

rather than “became incarnate.” Framing the incarnation around human finitude rather than 

simply the finitude of matter and flesh, Bonhoeffer emphasizes the importance of moral 

limitation as well as ontological limitation. The linchpin of Bonhoeffer’s Christology is the utter 

ordinariness of Jesus, what he calls the “incognito.” He is the One who is no different from us. 

Bonhoeffer extends this into moral frailty and limitation. Jesus “comes among sinners as the one 

without sin, but also as a sinner among sinners. This is the central problem for all Christology” 

(DBW 12 343; DBWE 12 356). 

 
179 Søren Kierkegaard, Philosophical Fragments, trans. Howard V. Hong and Edna H. Hong, Kierkegaard’s 
Writings, VII (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1985), 31–32. 
180 Donald M. MacKinnon, Borderlands of Theology: And Other Essays (London: Lutterworth, 1968), 95. 
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It’s the central problem because Bonhoeffer is unwilling to compromise on two 

seemingly opposed claims: Jesus was without sin, and Jesus was an ordinary human being just 

like all of us. Christology has to hold onto this paradox if it’s not to abandon the ordinariness of 

Jesus: 

Christ took on all the mortifying aspects of being human; otherwise he could not 
help us in our [flesh]. Then how was he different from us? The first answer is, not 
at all. He is a human like us and is tempted as we are, even more than we are. In 
his [flesh] there was a law, which was opposed to the will of God. It was a 
constant struggle for him. (DBW 12 344; DBWE 12 356-57) 
 
Bonhoeffer refuses to deny the sinlessness of Jesus, but he also refuses to allow that there 

is something special about Jesus that sets him apart from us. He threads the needle by saying 

Jesus’ sinlessness comes not from anything he did or did not do, but simply from who he is. It’s 

not as if we could draw up a list of every action Jesus did, determine that none of these deeds 

were sinful, and on that basis declare him sinless. “The statement about his being without sin 

goes astray if it is focused on the deeds of Jesus that have been reported to us… We can and 

should see in them the ambiguity of good and evil.” The sinlessness of Jesus is, as Rowan 

Williams puts it in an essay on Bonhoeffer, simply his refusal to wall off some part of himself 

from this ambiguity, “the absence of any residue of defended, isolated selfhood.”181 Christian 

faith, for Bonhoeffer, is not a shortcut to moral clarity in a world of relativism and moral 

ambiguity. It is instead a different way of dwelling in that ambiguity, of seeing it, too, as 

reconciled to God. “In people’s eyes, [Jesus] must have looked like a sinner.” “He also did things 

that appear to be sins,” such as speak harshly to his mother and denigrate the Syrophonecian 

woman. “So he entered in, to the extent of being unrecognizable… But what is all-important is 

that he was the One who entered therein” (DBW 12 344; DBWE 12 356-57). 

 
181 Williams, Christ the Heart of Creation, 209. 
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Jesus is the One who entered therein: into the ontological finitude of vulnerability and 

death, and into the moral finitude of ambiguity. As I’ll show in the next section, these two 

aspects of human finitude are really one. No one is their own ground—I am not the cause of my 

own being, nor can I ever will the pure good. And because I cannot of my power will and do the 

good, I must keep myself open to having my moral judgment transformed. I must, that is, 

consent to not remain as I am forever. Reckoning moral finitude is a kind of consent to death, an 

openness to transience and transformation. In the baptism sermon, Bonhoeffer pushes this 

embrace of transience as far as it will go, suggesting a full reckoning of Western Christianity’s 

sins might entail such a thoroughgoing transformation that it will cease to exist—and that this 

possibility of disappearance should be welcomed as grace. 

The German churches couldn’t bear a future in which they didn’t persist just as they 

were, forever. To ward off their own transience, they threw themselves in with the “Thousand-

Year Reich.” Bonhoeffer’s Christology lectures reveal this desperate bid for self-preservation as 

a betrayal of the incarnation. Jesus does not offer any “escape route out of [our] earthly tasks and 

difficulties into eternity” (DBW 8 500; DBWE 8 447). What he offers is the reconciliation of our 

broken and fleeting lives to God in their very brokenness and passing. Our limitation—that we 

hunger and need and die, that we stumble and err and need forgiveness—is not a curse from 

which we must be redeemed. It is already enough. 

 

Moral Finitude 

The baptism sermon sorrowfully declares that Western Christianity’s utter moral failure 

in the face of fascism has stripped it of any claim to bring a saving word to the world. Instead it 

must listen in guilty silence for that word to be spoken to it from outside. Christianity will then 
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be molded and remade, transformed through this listening. I’ve explored the Christological depth 

of the sermon’s refusal of self-preservation, how Bonhoeffer grounds his call for self-effacement 

in Jesus’s embrace of human finitude. What I want to draw out now is the moral dimension of 

this theology of transience. For Bonhoeffer, the German churches’ failure was not only their 

pursuit of literal self-preservation (in the face of declining cultural influence and diminishing 

numbers), but also their desire for the security of moral surety. Against this, Bonhoeffer put 

forward a vision of Christian ethics beyond good and evil, one that dwells in, rather than tries to 

escape from, moral ambiguity and limitation. This, I’ll argue, grounds the baptism sermon’s call 

to listen to and be transformed by others. The sermon calls for Christian communities, especially 

those that have done and continue to do grave harm, to embrace the risks of confession and 

forgiveness: confessing our sins to the non-Christian world and opening ourselves to receive or 

be denied forgiveness. This is a moral form of self-effacement—not working to turn “worldly” 

sinners into good Christians, but instead renouncing any claim to moral surety and opening 

myself and my community to having our moral valuations transformed by others.  

 

“Are we still of any use?”: Christian ethics from the abyss 

 By the end of the Christology lectures, Bonhoeffer has taken the claim that God became 

human in radical directions. There is no all-powerful and ever-present divine nature, instead 

divine nature is revealed in and as the all-too-human vulnerability of a manger and a cross. Jesus 

is sinless not because he lived outside the fog of the moral ambiguity that consigns us all to 

stumble and to seek forgiveness, but because in that stumbling and through that fog, he was God. 

“It was a constant struggle for him.” If it is true that Jesus was “not at all” different from us, then 

he must have lived with Judith Butler calls “opacity”: the insurmountable limits to what we can 
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know of ourselves and others, and thus the limits to what we can know or will for the sake of 

ourselves or others.182 And if the point of the incarnation is salvation, then salvation cannot be 

thought of as getting us out of this finitude and opacity. Bonhoeffer pushes towards a rethinking 

of salvation: as the stubborn promise that the tragedy of our inevitable moral failings, our ever-

renewing need to ask for and offer forgiveness, is already reconciled to God. We are not 

redeemed from our creaturely limits but reconciled to them. 

Yet is this reconciliation enough? Bonhoeffer lived in a time of absolute moral horror. 

What is worse, all the grim monotony of mass executions and industrial slaughter received from 

the churches the shine of sacred duty. “Commend our Führer to your grace,” prayed the 

Confessing Church’s magazine Junge Kirche, “Have thanks for all the successes of our weapons 

that you already have granted us.”183 Bonhoeffer’s insistence that Jesus reconciles our moral 

limitation to God strained against his deepening awareness of the corruption and failure of 

Christianity across the Western world. More deeply, it strained against his own feelings of 

profound moral failure: the churches had fallen to fascism, he had tried to pull them back from 

the brink, and he failed utterly. What’s more, beginning in 1938, he was drawn into a plot to 

assassinate Adolph Hitler.184 This last might not seem like a moral failure, but Bonhoeffer 

agonized over his decision to kill another human being. Victoria Barnett describes Bonhoeffer’s 

late attitude well:  

A dominant theme in Bonhoeffer’s late writings is his own developing sense of 
guilt, of failure, and what this means not only for his life as a Christian but for his 
very understanding of Christianity… His late writings are marked both by a 
continuing belief in grace as well as a profound sense of his own failings, the 
failing of his church and his fellow conspirators. Bonhoeffer witnessed and 

 
182 Butler, Giving an Account of Oneself, 42. See also Édouard Glissant, Poetics of Relation, trans. Betsy Wing (Ann 
Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1997). 
183 Quoted in Gerlach, And the Witnesses Were Silent, 234. 
184 For Bonhoeffer’s role in the plot, see Barnett, “Bonhoeffer and the Conspiracy.” 
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understood evil, he was part of and understood compromise with evil, he 
acknowledged his own shame and guilt.185 
 

Bonhoeffer’s deepening sense of inescapable guilt—if he kills, he is guilty; if he fails to kill, he 

is guilty—forms the moral background of the baptism sermon. Christianity’s utter moral collapse 

has stripped it of any saving word to the world; if it is to hear such a word again, it must confess 

and repent and wait for that word to be spoken over it by others. This reckoning with utter moral 

failure is for him essential to any truly antifascist theology.  

While embroiled in the conspiracy, Bonhoeffer meditated deeply on the problem of moral 

limitation in scattered writings, gathered after his death under the title Ethics. That title’s a bit 

misleading. There’s no systematic ethics here; the essays add up to a wounded cry over the 

impossibility of any ethics in a world in ruins.186 “The huge masquerade of evil has thrown all 

ethical concepts into confusion. That evil should appear in the form of light, good deeds, 

historical necessity, social justice is absolutely bewildering for one coming from the world of 

ethical concepts that we have received” (DBW 8 20; DBWE 8 38). 

Evil in the form of light: we’re back in the serpent’s nest. For Bonhoeffer, like Bataille, 

one of the defining features of fascism is its claimed power to make innocent, its fantasmatic 

transmutation of the most sadistic cruelties into acts of courage and righteousness. He warns in 

the Ethics of “the tyrannical despiser of humanity”—a euphemism for Hitler—whose source of 

power is his “[making] use of the meanness of the human heart by nourishing it and giving it 

other names.”  

Anxiety is called responsibility; greed is called industriousness; lack of 
independence becomes solidarity; brutality becomes masterfulness. By this 
ingratiating treatment of human weakness, what is base and mean is generated 

 
185 Barnett, “Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s Relevance for a Post-Holocaust Christian Theology,” 235. 
186 The Ethics is perhaps closest to Theodor Adorno’s Minima Moralia, with its similarly anguished grasping after 
morals amid “wrong life” which “cannot be lived rightly.” See Theodor W. Adorno, Minima Moralia: Reflections 
from Damaged Life, trans. E. F. N. Jephcott (London: Verso, 1974). 
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and increased ever anew. The basest contempt for humanity carries on its sinister 
business under the most holy assertions of love for humanity. The meaner the 
baseness becomes, the more willing and pliant a tool it is in the hand of the tyrant. 
(DBW 6 72; DBWE 6 85-86) 
 

Fascism reveals and exploits the laziness of any moral imagination that rests on universal 

principles. Principles are easily marshalled to lend any act the sheen of righteousness. “With 

their preconceived concepts,” those seeking self-justification through ethics “cannot grasp what 

is real, let alone seriously encounter something whose essence and power they don’t even 

recognize. Those who are committed to an ethical agenda are compelled to a senseless waste of 

their energies,” they are doomed to “miss their opponent” and fall unwittingly into their trap 

(DBW 6 63-64; DBWE 6 77-78). 

For Bonhoeffer, the seductiveness of fascism is its promise to assuage moral agony, to 

offer an escape route from the frustrations of moral finitude into the dazzling light of innocence. 

In that way, those who try to resist fascism through the moral clarity of their “Christian ethics” 

cannot help falling in with what they hoped to fight. The Ethics gives a painful inventory of these 

failures. There are the “reasonable people,” who “want to be fair to both sides, and so they are 

crushed between the colliding forces without having accomplished anything at all.” Next are the 

ethical fanatics, who “believe that they can face the power of evil with the purity of their will and 

their principles.” But fanatics are quickly “caught in small and insignificant things.” They 

denounce moments of hypocrisy or lawbreaking or the violation of norms, all the while being led 

by an opponent who cares nothing for consistency or laws or norms; they are “like a bull that 

charges the red cape instead of the one holding it.” Then come the “men of conscience… The 

countless respectable and seductive disguises and masks in which evil approaches them make 

their conscience anxious and unsure until they finally content themselves with an assuaged 

conscience instead of a good conscience, that is, until they deceive their own conscience in order 
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not to despair.” There are those who seek refuge in “the safe way of duty,” who flee from 

responsibility for their own actions in the excuse that they are just following orders. There are 

those who fly to “the sanctuary of a private virtuousness,” who “neither steal, nor murder, nor 

commit adultery, but do good according to their abilities… Only at the cost of self-deception can 

they keep their private blamelessness clear from the stains of responsible action in the world” 

(DBW 6 63-66; DBWE 6 77-80) All these positions treat ethics like a puzzle that can be solved: 

If I just figure out the answer, I can live wrong life rightly. They seek to escape the finitude and 

dependance that guilt and forgiveness entail, and unwittingly fall prey to fascism’s promises of 

moral surety.  

 Bonhoeffer doesn’t spare himself or his co-conspirators from this moral morass. They, 

“who take their stand in the world in their very own freedom,” are also caught in the temptation 

to protest their own righteousness. They “will easily consent to the bad, knowing full well that it 

is bad, in order to prevent the worse, and no longer be able to recognize that precisely the worse 

choice they wish to avoid may be the better one. Here lies the raw material of tragedy” (DBW 6 

66; DBWE 6 79-80).187 In a private version of the same text that Bonhoeffer circulated among 

those involved in the conspiracy, he lays bare his moral agony. “Have there ever been people in 

history who in their time, like us, had so little ground under their feet, people to whom every 

possible alternative open to them at the time appeared equally unbearable, senseless, and 

contrary to life?” (DBW 8 20; DBWE 8 38). The conspiracy itself has plunged them into sin and 

guilt, demanding of them the sacrifice of every principle. They have had to lie, betray, close 

 
187 Bonhoeffer’s point here is that, if the conspiracy had been successful, it very well could have made things worse. 
Most of his co-conspirators were not committed antifascists burning with compassion for the Nazis’ victims. They 
were rightwing nationalists who opposed Hitler mainly because he was a moron who was leading Germany deeper 
into an unwinnable war. Had the coup succeeded, Hitler’s replacement could have been an equally antisemitic but 
more competent statesman, and the situation for German Jews could have become somehow even worse. Bonhoeffer 
wants to keep this possibility always in mind: the effects of any action can never be fully known in advance, and 
every time we think we’re choosing the lesser evil we may unwittingly be choosing the greater. 
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themselves off from others, become complicit in atrocities to preserve their cover. And in the 

hopelessly small chance that they succeed, they will become murderers. Maybe some of them 

have found ways to soothe their consciences and justify themselves: it’s for the greater good, it’s 

what a soldier’s oath demands, Hitler deserves to die.188 But Bonhoeffer refuses to see sin as 

anything other than sin. He cannot pull himself out of the morass: it’s a sin to lie, it’s a sin to 

betray, it’s a sin to kill; yet it’s also a sin to stand by as millions are slaughtered and the world is 

pulled deeper into war. There is no way out. This moral powerlessness brings Bonhoeffer close 

to despair: “We have been silent witnesses of evil deeds. We have become cunning and learned 

the arts of obfuscation and equivocal speech. Experience has rendered us suspicious of human 

beings, and often we have failed to speak to them a true and open word. Unbearable conflicts 

have worn us down or even made us cynical. Are we still of any use?” (DBW 8 38; DBWE 8 

52).189 

From the depths of his own moral despair—his slow and painful acceptance that there is 

no possibility of righteousness—Bonhoeffer writes a new kind of Christian ethics, one that does 

not flee from moral limitation into fantasies of innocence and redemption but dwells in the 

morass of ambiguity. In the baptism sermon, this acceptance that I cannot fully know good and 

 
188 Hannah Arendt’s description of the “men of July 20” shows just how far Bonhoeffer’s moral anguish separated 
him from his co-conspirators. In her telling, “what had sparked their opposition had been not the Jewish question but 
the fact that Hitler was preparing for war, and the endless conflicts and crises of conscience under which they 
labored hinged almost exclusively on the problem of high treason and the violation of their loyalty oath to Hitler… 
[they were] not inspired by moral indignation or by what they knew other people had been made to suffer; they were 
motivated almost exclusively by their conviction of the coming defeat and ruin of Germany.” Hannah Arendt, 
Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil (New York: Penguin Books, 2006), 97–105. It is hard to 
believe Arendt would have been inspired by Bonhoeffer’s crisis of conscience hinging on the sin of murdering 
Hitler. But it is his refusal to resolve his crisis of conscience, his insistence on his own guilt, that sets him apart. 
After all, in Arendt’s telling, “From the accumulated evidence one can only conclude that conscience as such had 
apparently got lost in Germany.” Arendt, 103. 
189 Bonhoeffer’s insistence on his own moral powerlessness and failure tends to be obscured in the almost 
hagiographic literature that depicts him as a heroic resister and a man of iron-clad morals. For an excellent 
skewering of this trend, see Chung Hyun Kyung, “Dear Dietrich Bonhoeffer,” in Bonhoeffer for a New Day: 
Theology in a Time of Transition (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1997).  
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evil will become a demand that I allow my understanding of good and evil to be transformed 

from the outside. My moral sense cannot remain as it is forever; I must let it pass away. To see 

this connection between Bonhoeffer’s Christian ethics “beyond good and evil” and the baptism 

sermon’s theology of transience, it’s worth digging a bit deeper into the Ethics.190 

 

“The critique of all ethics” 

Bonhoeffer’s Ethics is immediately suspicious of any project of Christian ethics. As he 

puts it:  

The knowledge of good and evil [Gut und Böse] appears to be the goal of all 
ethical reflection. The first task of Christian ethics is to supersede [aufzuheben] 
that knowledge. This attack on the presuppositions of all other ethics is so unique 
that it is questionable whether it even makes sense to speak of a Christian ethics at 
all. If it is nevertheless done, then this can only mean that Christian ethics claims 
to articulate the origin of the whole ethical enterprise, and thus to be considered 
an ethic only as the critique of all ethics. (DBW 6 301; DBWE 6 299-300) 
 

He goes on to say, “For Christian ethics, the mere possibility of knowing about good and evil is 

already a falling away from the origin,” as by claiming to know oneself or others as good or evil, 

“human beings come to see themselves as the origin of good and evil” (DBW 6 302; DBWE 6 

300-301). In the Christology lectures, Bonhoeffer argued that the center of the Christian’s self is 

 
190 Bonhoeffer’s Nietzscheanism has received increased attention in recent decades. In 1990, Peter Körster could 
claim to uncover a “hidden” Nietzsche in the Ethics, while still maintaining that Nietzsche was fairly unimportant to 
Bonhoeffer’s anti-Nazism. Peter Köster, “Nietzsche Als Verborgener Antipode in Bonhoeffers „Ethik”,” Nietzsche-
Studien 19, no. 1 (January 31, 1990): 367–418, https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110244380.367. Since then, significant 
work has been done to show just how central Nietzsche is for the whole of Bonhoeffer’s thought. Perhaps the most 
extensive and most convincingly argued is Frick, “Friedrich Nietzsche’s Aphorisms and Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s 
Theology.” For a closer reading of Bonhoeffer’s early engagement with Nietzsche, one that emphasizes the 
methodological importance of transvaluation, see Dagmar Kiesel, “Umwertung Der Umwertung: Zur Christlichen 
Umdeutung von Motiven Nietzsches Beim Frühen Bonhoeffer,” in Nietzsche Und Die Reformation, ed. Helmut Heit 
and Andreas Urs Sommer (De Gruyter, 2020), 349–68, https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110587005-023. Nietzsche’s 
influence on Bonhoeffer's late critique of “religion” is explored in Ralf K. Wüstenberg, “Philosophical Influences on 
Bonhoeffer’s ‘Religionless Christianity,’” in Bonhoeffer and Continental Thought: Cruciform Philosophy, ed. Brian 
Gregor and Jens Zimmermann (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2009), 137–55. For a reading closest to my 
own, which emphasizes Bonhoeffer’s experience of the moral failure of Christianity, see Shanks, “Bonhoeffer’s 
Response to Nietzsche.” 
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Christ, who is himself displaced and exists only for others. For Bonhoeffer, the self is not its own 

ground; we neither found our own being nor are ourselves the origin of good and evil. Too much 

of Christian ethics tries to secure the subject’s moral self-grounding, offering a well-packaged set 

of Christian principles to be applied to any given situation. In Bonhoeffer’s eyes, all this amounts 

to are strategies of self-justification, means of securing a fantasy of sovereignty and self-mastery 

amid the moral haze of a broken world. A Christian ethics worthy of the name, for him, would 

begin with the renunciation of such fantasies. It would begin with acknowledging we are finite 

creatures who cannot but err. This doesn’t bring much comfort, as Bonhoeffer’s own moral 

anguish shows. But true “Christian ethics,” for him, chooses real agony over consoling fantasy. 

The Christology lectures ended with the demand not to speak of God as all-powerful or 

all-knowing, but to speak of Jesus’ birth in a manger and his death on a cross. This demand to 

accept human finitude gets a moral gloss here: we must renounce the desire for universal 

formulae and accept the burden of inevitable failure and the unending demand of repair. “We do 

not create the conditions for our actions but find ourselves already placed within them. In our 

action we are bound by certain limitations from both the past and the future that cannot be leapt 

over” (DBW 6 267; DBWE 6 267). Thrown into a situation that we can never fully understand 

nor master, we must risk actions that we also cannot know or master. This is the condition 

Hannah Arendt called “nonsovereignty”:  “we are never able to foretell with certainty the 

outcome and end of any action… action has no end. The process of a single deed can quite 

literally endure throughout time until mankind itself has come to an end.”191 Bonhoeffer’s 

transvaluation of Christian ethics imagines it not as “the application of some kind of limitless 

general principle,” but instead the negotiation of nonsovereignty through risking what he calls 

 
191 Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition, 2nd ed. (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2018), 233. 
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“responsible action” (DBW 6 267; DBWE 6 268). Responsible action means acting amid the 

limitations and blindnesses of our finite selves and, instead of insisting on the rightness of our 

acts, grieving for the sins we cannot help but commit and begging forgiveness from those we 

have harmed—including God: 

The deed that is done after responsibly weighing all personal and factual 
circumstances, in light of God becoming human and God becoming human, is 
completely surrendered to God the moment it is carried out. Ultimate ignorance of 
one’s own goodness or evil, together with dependence on grace, is an essential 
characteristic of responsible historical action. Those who act on the basis of 
ideology consider themselves justified by their idea. Those who act responsibly 
place their action into the hands of God and live by God’s grace and judgment. 
(DBW 6 268; DBWE 6 268) 
 
God’s grace here does not lift us out of sin and guilt into righteousness and moral purity. 

Instead the grace of the God who became human, who entered into the finitude and failings of 

worldly life, is the assurance that while our acts unavoidably enmesh us in violence and guilt, 

they will never fully close us off from repentance and response. Just like in the Christology 

lectures, grace does not get us beyond our creaturely limits—these limits are themselves the 

medium of grace. But what happens when everyday moral limitation deforms into limitless 

horror? If every action is bound by a past that cannot be leapt over, how are Christian 

communities and individual Christians to bear up the weight of all the harm done in 

Christianity’s name?  

  

To whom must we confess? 

Lauren Winner has coined the phrase “characteristic deformations” to describe the ways 

Christian practices “are damaged and extend damage.”192 “All things are tarnished by sin,” she 

 
192 Lauren F. Winner, The Dangers of Christian Practice: On Wayward Gifts, Characteristic Damage, and Sin (Yale 
University Press, 2018), 1, https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv6hp2tr. 
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writes. “That is a Christian commonplace, a given.” But characteristic deformation names 

something more specific: 

Things become deformed by sin in ways that are proper to the thing being 
deformed, and when those deformations have consequences, you cannot separate 
the consequences from the deformed thing itself, because it belongs to the thing 
potentially to have those very consequences.193 
 

One such deformation of Christian community is a turning inward and a confidence that grace is 

here and not out there, with us and not with them. This deformation has the consequence that this 

familiar form of community must be protected against those unfamiliar others. Self-preservation 

at any cost is a consequence that belongs potentially to “the church” as church. This is what 

Bonhoeffer came to see more clearly as the Christian communities around him sacrificed more 

and more to preserve their social role and their fantasy of moral surety, and as Christendom more 

broadly stood by. He came to see self-preservation as a temptation that the church must 

ceaselessly resist. But he also came to see resources within the Christian tradition for resisting 

this temptation, specifically practices of confession, repentance, and forgiveness. But if the 

characteristic deformation of the church is its turning inwards, these practices have to be 

redirected outwards, towards the non-Christian world. In Sanctorum Communio, Bonhoeffer’s 

identification of Christ with the community led him to imagine confession as an internal practice. 

Confessing my sins to Christ means confessing to my church community. And when my 

community declares in the liturgy that my sins are forgiven, it is Christ speaking his words of 

forgiveness to me (DBW 1 285n117; DBWE 1 248n117). In his prewar works, Bonhoeffer 

understood moral failure as an almost domestic thing: a Christian has sinned and desires to 

confess, so they go to a fellow Christian and lay bare their sins and that fellow Christian 

pronounces them forgiven. 

 
193 Winner, 16. 
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As the Nazi years dragged on, and Bonhoeffer learned more about Nazi atrocities through 

his work in the Abwehr, it became impossible to ignore just how deformed these signs of sin, 

confession, and forgiveness had become. What would it mean to bring one’s sins to a church 

whose moral sense was so distorted it would bless the purging of Jews from public life, 

deportation of its own “impure” members, book-burnings and segregation, war and mass 

slaughter? How could such a church be trusted to even know what sin is, let alone pronounce 

forgiveness? What would it mean to be pronounced forgiven of hateful thoughts against my 

neighbor while standing before an altar draped with a swastika? The church can pronounce sins 

forgiven, in Bonhoeffer’s thinking, because the church is the being of Christ in the world. But 

Christ is the one who willingly takes on finitude and moral limitation. In their pursuit of self-

preservation and their insistence on their own innocence, the German churches’ practices of 

confession and forgiveness became hopelessly deformed.  

I want to be clear that for Bonhoeffer, it is not that there’s some threshold of sinfulness 

beneath which Christ is no longer found. Bonhoeffer’s shifting understanding of confession, and 

his disillusionment with the church, stem not so much from the fact that the Christianity in which 

he lived was steeped in sin (how could it be otherwise?) as from its delusion that it was pure. 

This deformation is, again, characteristic of the church as church. Many—not all, but many, and 

certainly the loudest—voices within Christian history have spoken of “the church” as a visible 

community marked by insiders and outsiders, grace within and damnation without. The 

Kirchenkampf is a particularly vivid example of the absurd consequences of this deformation, 

and the moral collapse of Christianity in Germany—along with his growing understanding of 

antiblackness in the US and abroad—allowed Bonhoeffer to see this deformation clearly. In their 

evermore preposterous delusion of moral purity, in pronouncing themselves innocent as they 
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stood soaked in blood, in denying that they needed forgiveness as they heaped up innumerable 

victims, the churches in Germany twisted the practices of confession and forgiveness beyond 

recognition. In doing so, they made sickeningly obvious a deformation running deep within the 

history of Christianity. Fighting them couldn’t just mean pointing out their sins, but a 

transvaluation of the Christian calculus of good and evil.   

Bonhoeffer’s deepening sorrow over what James Baldwin calls “the crime of innocence” 

leads to a subtle shift in his Christology.194 In Sanctorum Communio, Christ was fairly 

straightforwardly identified as the church: if you want to find God, go to your church 

community. In the Christology lectures—amid the church elections and the debates over the 

Aryan Paragraph—this straightforward identification is troubled. Christ was described there as 

the decentered and decentering center, one who does not exist for himself but exists “for me” or 

“for us.” But this “me” and “us” is unstable, and no clear distinction between inside and outside 

seems possible. If Christ’s being is not in himself but is handed over to others, then how can a 

distinction between “us” and “not us” be maintained? If the handing over is the important part, 

then how can we insist that such a handing over is restricted to the familiar walls of the 

Volkskirche? The Christology lectures refuse any speech about “divine nature,” instead speaking 

of Christ as hidden in the world, “incognito, as a beggar among beggars, an outcast among 

outcasts” (DBW 12 343; DBWE 12 356). If Christ is hidden in the world, then the church’s 

confession of sins must not be to itself, but to the world. It must confess the sins it has committed 

against the world outside it to that very world. Only by being this kind of “confessing church” 

can a community be said to be the church; only such a church “is where Jesus makes his form 

real in the midst of the world”—the Jesus whose form is not all-powerful and ever-present divine 

 
194 James Baldwin, The Fire Next Time (New York: Vintage International, 1993). 
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nature but human finitude (DBW 6 126; DBWE 6 135). Bonhoeffer still insists on understanding 

the church as Christ, but the direction of the church’s confession has changed: not inwards, with 

individual members of the church confessing their personal sins to each other, and certainly not 

upwards, towards some otherworldly sovereign, but outwards, with the church collectively 

confessing its sins to the non-Christian world.  

 

From confession to silence: Waiting for forgiveness 

 If Christ is not safely ensconced within the walls of the church but hidden in the world 

beyond, then it is to that world that the church must confess its sins. But this also means that 

forgiveness might itself be hidden. We can trust in the infinitude of God’s forgiving grace, yet 

that grace is always mediated to us by the finite words of finite others. As Christian communities 

confess the church’s guilt to those whom it has harmed, we must remain open to the possibility 

that divine forgiveness might only be dimly scried in their condemnation and anger. God’s 

forgiveness might be offered to us through another’s refusal to forgive. The goal of confession 

and repentance is not to mollify the wounded, to right the scales. The goal is the vulnerability of 

confession itself, the renunciation of any sovereignty that would declare harm over and done 

with. As Bonhoeffer puts it, even if there is a  

slow turning toward justice… the guilt is not justified, not removed, not forgiven. 
It remains, but the wound that it inflicted is scarred over… Continuity with past 
guilt, which in the life of the church and the believer is broken off by repentance 
and forgiveness, remains in the historical life of nations. What matters is only 
whether the past guilt is in fact scarred over. If so… something like forgiveness 
takes place, though it is only a weak shadow of the forgiveness that Jesus Christ 
gives to believers… [H]ere it is recognized that what is past can never be restored 
by human power, that the wheel of history can no longer be rolled back. Not all 
wounds that were made can be healed; but it is critical that no further wounds be 
inflicted. (DBW 6 134-35; DBWE 6 143-44) 
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Bonhoeffer wants the church to become a truly “confessing church,” he wants it simply to 

confess, to let its guilt hang in the air, to open itself up to the world and allow the world’s 

forgiveness to be extended or refused. Anything less would be a failure of trust in God’s 

forgiving grace, a desperate and doomed grasping after a righteousness that the church has long 

since bartered away for its self-preservation.  

The Ethics also mocks the protestations of Christians who might want to cling to some 

scrap of moral surety. “Is this going too far? Should a few super-righteous people rise at this 

point and try to prove that not the church but all the others are guilty?” Bonhoeffer imagines all 

the pastors, theologians, and faithful Christians who would bristle at his unsparing inventory of 

the churches’ guilt, which culminated in the murder of “the weakest and most defenseless 

brothers and sisters of Jesus Christ”—that is, the Jews (DBW 6 130; DBWE 6 139). Such 

Christians might “like to dismiss this as a rude insult” and try to “weigh the mass of guilt here 

and there and distribute it accordingly.” Bonhoeffer anticipates all the protests: “Was not the 

church hindered and bound on all sides? Was not worldly power arrayed against it? Should the 

church have endangered its ultimate purpose, its public worship and its congregational life, by 

taking up the struggle against anti-Christian powers?” Protestations of Christian innocence reveal 

the churches’ twisted priorities: for them, the self-preservation of Christianity outweighs the 

suffering of non-Christians. “So speaks unbelief,” Bonhoeffer declares, “which perceives 

confession of guilt not as regaining the form of Jesus Christ [der Gestalt Jesu Christi] who bore 

the sins of the world, but only as a dangerous moral degradation.” But the moral degradation has 

already happened. The churches can only either confess it or try in vain to hide it. It is only 

through a frank acknowledgment of guilt and harm, for Bonhoeffer, that “the form of Jesus 

Christ” might again “[break] through in the church.” The church can either take upon itself this 
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baring of its own guilt before the world, “or it will cease to be the church… Whoever stifles or 

spoils the church’s confession of guilt is hopelessly guilty before Christ” (DBW 6 132; DBWE 6 

141-42). 

Bonhoeffer here uses the word “unbelief,” Unglaube, to name how a fantasy of moral 

surety and the relentless will to self-preservation entwine. Unbelief protests the innocence of the 

church’s self-preserving acts. This word Unglaube hearkens to an earlier essay, where 

Bonhoeffer contrasts two kinds of “godlessness,” Gottlosigkeit. The first kind of godlessness is 

“Western godlessness [abendländische Gottlosigkeit],” which is “emphatically Christian [betont 

christliche Gottlosigkeit].” Bonhoeffer is here thinking of the various “nationalist, socialist, 

rationalist, or mystical” forms of Christianity that do not worship “the living God of the Bible” 

but instead “the new human being” (DBW 6 113; DBWE 6 122). This is a “hopeless 

godlessness,” “dressed up in religious-Christian finery.” But alongside it stands “a promising 

godlessness that expresses itself in antireligious and antichurch terms. This is the protest against 

pious godlessness insofar as that has spoiled the churches. It thus preserves in a sure though 

negative way the heritage of a genuine faith in God and of a genuine church.” Bonhoeffer goes 

on to allude to a line from Luther: “For such blasphemies shall once sound more pleasant in 

God’s ear than even the Hallelujahs or any other hymn of praise, because they have been forced 

out by the devil against the will of people” (DBW 6 115-16; DBWE 6 124-25). The hymns of 

praise of the nationalist churches, Bonhoeffer suggests, are not godly but diabolical. If a godly 

word is to be found, one must search not in the churches draped in flags and preaching war, but 

in “the curses of the godless” who blaspheme such churches and their God.195 

 
195 This idea recurs in Bonhoeffer’s writings once the Nazis take over—that a refusal of Christianity might be more 
godly than fidelity to the Christian faith. A different version of the same idea comes up in the 1937 work 
Discipleship. That text is usually remembered for Bonhoeffer’s contrast between “cheap grace” and “costly grace,” 
which tends to be read as a call for a more robust and public form of Christian life. But later in the book, the contrast 
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In the Ethics, Bonhoeffer does hold out hope that “from its vantage point Christianity has 

something specific to say about worldly things” (DBW 6 355; DBWE 6 353-54). But this 

“vantage point” is one that the churches have abandoned. The churches have fixated on the goal 

of transforming the world into “a ‘Christian culture.’” But that is not the vantage point from 

which the church can speak. The only such vantage point is “the Christ who is unable to find 

shelter in the world, the Christ of the manger and the cross who is cast out of the world” (DBW 6 

348; DBWE 6 346). It is a vantage point of silent supplication.  

 

The consent to moral limitation as consent to death 

This reframing of the church as a “confessing church,” baring its guilt before the world, 

asking for a forgiveness that may never come, learning to hear in the world’s condemnation and 

refusal a hidden murmur of God’s word, is the moral dimension of the baptism letter’s theology 

of transience. An acceptance of moral limitation and an acceptance of ontological limitation are 

linked here. This link can be seen most clearly in a pair of letters Bonhoeffer wrote just before 

 
between cheap and costly grace serves a more ambivalent picture of Christianity. Bonhoeffer reflects on the parable 
of the rich young man, and the ways Christians often read the parable not as Jesus literally demanding that I sell my 
possessions and give the money to the poor, but that “I should not set my heart on possessions.” A common 
Christian reading of the parable’s lesson is “In spite of Jesus’ word, I want to remain rich, but I will become 
inwardly free from my riches and comfort my inadequacy with the forgiveness of sins and be in communion with 
Jesus by faith.” Bonhoeffer contrasts wealthy Christians with the rich young man himself, who “went away sadly” 
because he could not renounce his wealth. “In rejecting obedience, [he] lost his chance to have faith.” But 
Bonhoeffer values this loss of faith more than the hypocritical faith of wealthy Christians. Both value their wealth 
above obeying Jesus, but the rich young man knows Jesus’ command and understands that he has fallen short of it, 
while wealthy Christians distort the command and pretend that they are obeying it—falling to the serpent’s 
temptation to look past the given word of God to a truer word beyond it. What’s worse, wealthy Christians pretend 
that they are more obedient than those who “merely” do what Jesus says. “The young man was sincere in going 
away. He parted from Jesus, and this sincerity surely had more promise than the false communion with Jesus based 
on disobedience” (DBW 4 69-76; DBWE 4 77-83). Whether in the young man’s sincere parting or in the promising 
godlessness of those scandalized by Christianity’s moral failings, from 1933 on Bonhoeffer consistently holds that a 
certain kind of refusal of Christianity is more godly than bankrupt protestations of one’s Christian faith. 
Bonhoeffer’s ideas of “sincere parting” and “promising godlessness” could be fruitfully read alongside the medieval 
theologian Hadewijch’s idea of “noble unfaith.” For a discussion of noble unfaith, see Amy Hollywood, “Derrida’s 
Noble Unfaith, or What Reading Hadewijch Can Teach You about Reading Derrida,” Minnesota Review 80 (2013): 
95–105. 
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and just after the failed coup attempt on July 20, 1944. In these letters, he discusses metanoia, 

the word used in the gospels for repentance. He defines metanoia as “not a religious act that 

makes someone a Christian, but rather sharing in God’s suffering in the worldly life… [N]ot 

thinking first of one’s own needs, questions, sins, and fears but allowing oneself to be pulled… 

along into the—messianic—suffering of God in Jesus Christ” (DBW 8 535-36; DBWE 8 480-

81). Practices of repentance are not a means of escaping guilt and anguish into feelings of moral 

security, but are ways of being pulled into the sufferings of divine love. Bonhoeffer then goes on 

to write that metanoia is “this-worldliness: living fully in the midst of life’s tasks, questions, 

successes and failures, experiences, and perplexities—then one takes seriously no longer one’s 

own sufferings but rather the suffering of God in the world. Then one stays awake with Christ in 

Gethsemane” (DBW 8 542; DBWE 8 486). 

The mention of Gethsemane is telling. Gethsemane is the place where Jesus wrestled with 

and ultimately accepted the inevitability of his own death. The gospels tell of Jesus praying in 

the garden, sweating blood, begging to be spared. He asks his friends to pray with him, but they 

fall asleep and leave him to suffer alone. Bonhoeffer sees in this moment all the difference 

between his new theology and the theology of the German churches:  

Could you not stay awake with me one hour?” Jesus asks in Gethsemane. That is 
the opposite of everything a religious person expects from God. The human being 
is called upon to share in God’s suffering at the hands of a godless world. Thus 
we must really live in that godless world and not try to cover up or transfigure its 
godlessness somehow with religion. Our lives must be ‘worldly,’ so that we can 
share precisely so in God’s suffering… That is [metanoia]. (DBW 8 535; DBWE 
8 480) 
 

For Bonhoeffer, metanoia, repentance, is both the acceptance of our moral finitude and 

participation in Jesus’ consent to death. When I repent, I admit that my own moral judgment is 

murky and untrustworthy—I thought that I was doing the right thing, but I was wrong. 
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Repentance means opening up my moral judgment to the outside, accepting the possibility of it 

being transformed into something new. But to open myself up to such a transformation means 

consenting not to remain as I am forever. It means accepting my own transience. Metanoia, 

repentance, is for Bonhoeffer a kind of consent to death: an openness to transformation, an 

acceptance of the impermanence of everything I think of as my “self.” Bonhoeffer even calls 

metanoia “liberation from self [Freiheit von sich selbst]” (DBW 8 558; DBWE 8 501). The 

baptism sermon’s call to renounce self-preservation is at once both moral and ontological. Moral, 

in that Bonhoeffer is calling upon the churches to confess their moral bankruptcy and allow 

themselves to be transformed by the non-Christian world’s condemnation. Ontological, in that 

this transformation may well be an utter silencing, a melting and remolding, perhaps even a 

dissolution. Only by becoming “quiet and hidden,” listening for a new and unfamiliar word, can 

Christianity truly stay awake with Jesus in Gethsemane as he accepts his death. 

 

The antifascism of affirming limitation 

The affirmation of limitation and finitude that the baptism sermon demands is, for 

Bonhoeffer, resolutely antifascist. In the Ethics, after a decade of bitter failure and personal 

moral anguish, Bonhoeffer restates the basic message of the Christology lectures: God became 

human, all too human, and declared this humanness enough. “Ecce homo—behold God become 

human, the unfathomable mystery of the love of God for the world.” The message of the 

incarnation is simple. “God loves human beings. God loves the world. Not an ideal human, but 

human beings as they are; not an ideal world, but the real world” (DBW 6 70; DBWE 6 84). In 

fascism, “contempt for humanity and idolization of humanity lie close together” (DBW 6 73; 

DBWE 6 86). The fascists despise actually existing people and consign them to destruction in the 
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name of an idealized fantasy of a particular form of human life. They cannot bear the weaknesses 

and failings of ordinary human beings, they feel nothing but contempt for human limits, they 

shunt all of this weakness and deathliness onto their despised others while idolizing the Volk as 

somehow above such humiliating limitations. But it is this very limitation that God loves, that 

Jesus reconciles to God. “What we find repulsive in their opposition to God, what we shrink 

back from with pain and hostility, namely, real human beings, the real world, this is for God the 

ground of unfathomable love. God establishes a most intimate unity with this.” God loves the 

very transience and moral frailty that fascism flees: “While we exert ourselves to grow beyond 

our humanity, to leave the human behind us, God becomes human… Jesus Christ is not the 

transfiguration of noble humanity but the Yes of God to real human beings.” And this Yes is “not 

the dispassionate Yes of a judge but [the] merciful Yes of a compassionate sufferer” (DBW 6 70-

71; DBWE 6 84-85). For Bonhoeffer, the unsparing insistence on the full humanity of Christ—

his entering into both ontological and moral limitation—is the theological rebuke of fascism. 

“The despiser of humanity”—the fascist leader—“despises what God has loved, despises the 

very form of God become human” (DBW 6 73; DBWE 6 87). 

A common throughline of Bonhoeffer’s theology, from his first writings through the 

baptism sermon, is his insistence that God is to be found not by fleeing the limitations of worldly 

life into an otherworldly beyond but by immersing ourselves more fully in the beauty and 

brokenness of the world. In early works like Sanctorum Communio, such a this-worldly God is to 

be found in the everyday worship and struggle of the church community. But as the very church 

communities Bonhoeffer had in mind flung themselves into building the Third Reich, he began 

to suspect the Christ of this world was to be sought elsewhere. If, as he says in the Christology 

lectures, the incarnation reveals God as consenting to self-estrangement in the humiliation of the 
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crucified, then perhaps Christianity can only regain the form of Christ if it embraces a similar 

self-estrangement. And in his final writings—the Ethics and the prison papers—he sees this self-

estrangement as the church finally giving up the fantasy that it is necessary, that it is the lamp of 

righteousness in a godless and sinful world. To round out my reading of the baptism sermon’s 

theology, I’ll now turn to Bonhoeffer’s final writings, where he began to imagine what a 

theology of renunciation might look like in the wake of Christianity’s unbearable complicity. 

 

A Theology of renunciation 

Stories of a suffering God 

So far in this chapter, I’ve looked back over Bonhoeffer’s writings on ecclesiology, 

Christology, and ethics to read the baptism sermon’s call for self-effacement as the fruition of his 

critiques of divine sovereignty and moral purity. Christian theology, in his account, carries 

tendencies towards self-preservation: ontological self-preservation through imagining salvation 

as an “escape route” from finitude, and moral self-preservation through imagining the church as 

an island of righteousness in a sea of sin. The crisis of fascism made Bonhoeffer more and more 

attentive to the dangers of this will to self-preservation, as Christian communities in Germany 

fell in with the Nazis both to preserve their existence against perceived threats and to preserve 

their self-conceit as communities of uprightness amid widespread moral degeneration. Their fall 

was conditioned by deeper theological impulses, and Bonhoeffer’s own theology works against 

these impulses—theology must not speak of omnipotence, but of manger and cross; it must not 

offer self-justifying principles, but a way of muddling through the inescapability of sin. In the 

baptism sermon, Bonhoeffer’s radical theology finds its fullest and most radical political 

expression. The sermon offers a paradoxical vision of Western Christianity in the wake of its 
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complicity with fascism: a Christianity visible only in the moment of its effacement, as it opens 

itself to the world it has harmed in a posture of silent supplication, welcoming its own 

transformation as grace.  

This unsparing reckoning with the full weight of Christian guilt drives Bonhoeffer’s final 

writings, the collection of letters and fragments written after his arrest and before his execution 

in the Flossenbürg concentration camp.196 These texts, with their famous call for a “religionless 

Christianity,” a Christianity for “the world come of age,” tend to be read as Bonhoeffer asking 

 
196 The theology of the prison letters is perhaps the most commented-on and most controversial part of Bonhoeffer’s 
corpus. Bonhoeffer’s reception outside of Germany passed first through the prison letters. In the US, early readings 
of Bonhoeffer were dominated by the controversies surrounding the so-called “Death of God” theologians like 
Thomas J.J. Altizer and William Hamilton. These theologians played fast and loose with Bonhoeffer’s call for 
“religionless Christianity,” though at least in Altizer’s case to genuinely exciting and productive ends. Their 
deliberately provocative pronouncement from within Christianity that God is dead, and the outsized media attention 
suddenly being paid to debates within academic theology, led to a depressingly unproductive backlash. Everything 
radical about Bonhoeffer’s prison theology was ironed out, and he was presented as a thoroughly orthodox Lutheran 
theologian simply calling for a revival of faith in a secular world. If the “Death of God” theologians read Bonhoeffer 
beyond Bonhoeffer to reimagine what theology could be, the anti-“Death of God” theologians read Bonhoeffer as 
simply a pawn in their own low-stakes academic culture war. Bonhoeffer scholarship still bears the scars of this 
embarrassing spat, and the specter of Altizer continues to haunt academic and popular theology, needing to be 
ritually exorcised every few years. For a concise history of the “Death of God” phenomenon, see the introduction to 
Daniel J. Peterson, ed., Resurrecting the Death of God: The Origins, Influence, and Return of Radical Theology 
(Albany, NY: SUNY, State Univ. of New York Press, 2014). For perhaps the best of this movement, see Thomas J.J. 
Altizer, The Gospel of Christian Atheism (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1966). It seems almost a rule that 
Altizer’s work must be misread. Perhaps the most generous misreading comes from James Cone, who rebuts 
Altizer’s claim that God is dead by saying that it is only the white God who is dead. I think Altizer is closer to Cone 
than Cone realizes. In his memoir, Altizer connects his experience of God’s death to his own “madness” that he 
ascribes to generations of inbreeding that his family undertook in “a terror of miscegenation.” Altizer understood 
himself, in his proclamation of God’s death, as “the last truly Southern preacher, and if only thereby the last 
theologian.” That is, he hoped his pronouncement of God’s death would hasten the demise of the white supremacist 
Christianity of his youth, a white supremacy that he blames for his own “madness” and thereby his exclusion from 
the Episcopal priesthood. It was not simply a search for the new or a half-baked existentialism that made the Death 
of God theologians light upon the prison letters. Instead there was a shared sense of Western Christianity’s failure—
it was Christians in Germany who enslaved and murdered the Jews and who drove their own country to the brink of 
annihilation; it was white Christians in America who enslaved and murdered Black people and whose rage for racial 
purity was driving their own families to madness and death. The Death of God theologians saw Bonhoeffer as a 
witness who testified to the hollowing out of Christianity and whose oracular call for a Christianity after Christianity 
was perhaps the only foundation remaining for theology. Their engagement with Bonhoeffer’s work may have been 
superficial, but they felt the deeper source of his anguish far more intensely than did those who wrote off their 
movement as a mere fad. Bonhoeffer’s prison letters had a completely different reception in Latin America, where 
his call for a non-religious Christianity that finds God in the suffering of the world was enthusiastically embraced as 
allowing Protestants a way into Catholic liberation theology. For this history, see Lilian Calles Barger, The World 
Come of Age: An Intellectual History of Liberation Theology (Oxford University Press, 2018), 140–45, 
https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780190695392.001.0001; Raimundo C. Barreto, Jr., “Bonhoeffer in Latin American 
Liberationist Christianity and Theology,” in T&T Clark Handbook of Political Theology (New York: T&T Clark, 
2020), 193–210. 
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how Christian theology can still speak to a secular age in which theology’s claims no longer 

structure peoples’ thinking and living.197 I read these late writings differently. What has thrown 

Christian theological speech into crisis is not its displacement by science, but its complicity with 

fascist horror. The “world come of age” is not a world that can no longer believe Christian 

speech about salvation, divine sovereignty, and morality, but a world that can no longer hear that 

speech as anything but a divinization of force and a demonization of difference. Through his 

work in the Abwehr, Bonhoeffer was aware of the Nazis’ extermination campaigns; through his 

work in the Kirchenkampf, he was aware of the German churches’ enthusiastic support of 

Nazism; through his work in the global ecumenical movement, he knew of Western 

Christianity’s apathy in the face of the Shoah. By the time of his prison writings, it was clear that 

the Allies would win the war. When the full bulk of Western Christendom’s guilt was dragged 

into the light, who in their right mind would listen to it prattle on about sin and salvation?  

Victoria Barnett describes Bonhoeffer’s late writings as fueled by “his own developing 

sense of guilt, of failure, and what this means not only for his life as a Christian but for his very 

understanding of Christianity.” Over the last decade, he “witnessed and understood evil, he was 

part of and understood compromise with evil, he acknowledged his own shame and guilt.”198 

And Andrew Shanks sees Bonhoeffer’s most creative theological writings as arising from “a 

traumatic sense of [his] tradition’s moral failure… There could be no clearer prima facie 

evidence of the moral failure of Western Christendom, as a centuries-old project of civilization, 

than the eruption of Nazi barbarism.”199 I follow Shanks and Barnett in reading Bonhoeffer’s late 

 
197 For the influence of Wilhelm Dilthey’s secularization narrative on Bonhoeffer’s prison theology, see especially 
Ralf K. Wüstenberg, A Theology of Life: Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s Religionless Christianity, trans. Doug Stott (Grand 
Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1998), 104–12. For a reading of Bonhoeffer’s prison 
theology that engages recent work on secularization, see Hooton, Bonhoeffer’s Religionless Christianity in Its 
Christological Context, especially 9-33. 
198 Barnett, “Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s Relevance for a Post-Holocaust Christian Theology,” 235. 
199 Shanks, “Bonhoeffer’s Response to Nietzsche.” 
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theology as a response to Western Christendom’s moral collapse rather than a response to the 

rise of Enlightenment reason.200 Bonhoeffer’s late theological project carries forward his lifelong 

work in the ecumenical movement by trying to give a new foundation for Christianity in the 

postwar West. This foundation would be, paradoxically, its own failure. We get a glimpse of this 

“religionless Christianity” in the baptism sermon, where Christian communities are imagined as 

surviving only through their own effacement. Before departing from Bonhoeffer, I’ll look closer 

at his final theological fragments, with an eye to how his theology points beyond itself and opens 

out onto a fuller affirmation of difference.  

 

 “What is Christian faith, really?” 

Shortly before he was taken to Flossenbürg and killed, Bonhoeffer sketched a hasty 

outline for a book he would never write. The book promises to flesh out the theology of 

renunciation glimpsed in the baptism sermon. It gestures towards a new vision of Christian 

theology in which transience, failure, risk, and moral transformation are valued over self-

preservation, eternity, and moral surety. It also gestures beyond the shortcomings in 

Bonhoeffer’s own thought, opening out onto a theology of renunciation and repentance more 

capacious than Bonhoeffer himself could see. 

The first chapter would be called “Taking Stock of Christianity.” There, Bonhoeffer 

would carry forward his critique of fascism’s political theology. He describes the West as 

plagued by a fear of risk that insinuates power into every crevice of life. “Safeguarding human 

 
200 I also follow Pierre Gillouard, who suggests Bonhoeffer should be read alongside the mystical theologies of 
God’s absence that proliferated throughout the 1930s and 40s, especially in France. See his article “La Mystique à 
l’épreuve de l’absence de Dieu Dans Le Contexte de La Seconde Guerre Mondiale: Le Cas de Simone Weil et 
d’Etty Hillesum,” Études Théologiques et Religieuses Tome 97, no. 1 (March 18, 2022): 49–65, 
https://doi.org/10.3917/etr.971.0049. 



 147 
 

life against ‘accidents,’ ‘blows of fate’; if it is impossible to eliminate them, then at least the 

reduction of danger,” he writes. “The ‘insurance industry’ as a Western phenomenon.” 

Apparatuses of political and technological organization have proliferated over the last decades in 

the name of preserving and fostering life. But as Bonhoeffer knew all too well, this obsession 

with health and hygiene, with staving off death and degeneration at all costs, has in fact led to 

more and more death: “But with this protection from the menace of nature, a new threat to life is 

created in turn, namely, through organization itself” (DBW 8 557; DBWE 8 500). While 

anticipating later critics of biopower like Michel Foucault and Giorgio Agamben, Bonhoeffer 

sounds even more like Adorno and Horkheimer, whose Dialectic of Enlightenment narrates how 

Western Europe’s will to organization and the elimination of chance tends toward fascism. 

“Individuals define themselves now only as things, statistical elements, successes or failures,” 

Adorno and Horkheimer write. “Their criterion is self-preservation… Everything which is 

different, from the idea to criminality, is exposed to the force of the collective… Yet even the 

threatening collective is merely a part of the deceptive surface, beneath which are concealed the 

powers which manipulate the collective as an agent of violence.”201 Bonhoeffer goes further than 

them in the direction of political theology, laying the blame for this obsession with self-

preservation on Christian theology. 

This critique of political theology would form the rest of the chapter. There, Bonhoeffer’s 

critique of Christian complicity with fascism would expand beyond the guilt of the German 

churches to look at deeper theological currents. Tellingly, the chapter planned to connect the 

Confessing Church’s “[s]tanding up for the ‘cause’ of the church” to Lutheranism’s “attempt to 

 
201 Horkheimer and Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment, 21–22. 



 148 
 

save the church as an institute of salvation [die Kirche als Heilsanstalt zu retten].”202 This will to 

salvation, shared by explicitly fascist Christians as well as their ostensible opponents, reveals a 

horror at transience and a willingness to sacrifice what Bonhoeffer sees as the heart of Christian 

faith—the call to follow the one who renounces himself for others—in the name of self-

preservation. The end of the chapter’s outline puts it bluntly: “Decisive: Church defending itself. 

No risk taking for others” (DBW 8 557-58; DBWE 8 500). 

This stock-taking of Christianity’s complicity would be followed by a theological 

response: “What is Christian Faith, Really?” I discussed earlier how Bonhoeffer shifts from 

understanding Christ as the church-community to describing Christ’s being as “being-for-me,” 

and I mentioned how this makes Jesus an unstable center for Christian life. If Christ’s being is 

for-me, then it is not for-himself; his being is handed over, and it would be difficult to restrict 

this handing-over to “me” or “us” and deny that he might be similarly handed over to others. In 

the outline for a book, Bonhoeffer states this explicitly, and stages Christ’s self-displacement 

against fascism’s political theology. 

“Who is God?” Bonhoeffer asks. “Not primarily a general belief in God’s omnipotence, 

and so on. That is not a genuine experience of God but just a prolongation of a piece of the 

world” (DBW 8 558; DBWE 8 501). Martin Luther’s critique of the “theologians of glory” was 

that they look at the spectacle of worldly power and read it as a sign of an even more awesome 

power at work behind the world. Bonhoeffer sees fascism as the most pathetic and desperate 

form of the theology of glory: the fascist subject throws himself into uninhibited violence and 

 
202 Here as elsewhere, Bonhoeffer is playing on the double meaning of Heil as both “salvation” and “health.” 
Heilsanstalt means an institute of salvation, while Heilanstalt means a sanatorium. For more on this double meaning 
of Heil, see Jacques Derrida, “Faith and Knowledge: The Two Sources of ‘Religion’ at the Limits of Reason Alone,” 
in Acts of Religion, ed. Gil Anidjar (New York: Routledge, 2002). I think we should also hear, as Derrida does, the 
infamous Nazi greeting. 
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mass stupidity and tells himself he is participating in the God-ordained reawakening of the 

Herrenvolk. The ugliness of domination is seen as a reflection of divine sovereignty, which casts 

its glorious light back upon worldly power and hides from view the grisliness of its exercise.  

Against fascism’s political theology and its sacralization of force, Bonhoeffer answers the 

question “Who is God?” with the “[e]xperience of Jesus Christ.” This experience is “a reversal of 

all human existence,” a transvaluation of all values, “in the very fact that Jesus only ‘is there for 

others.’” Jesus’ being-for-others is, Bonhoeffer insists, the only true definition of divine 

transcendence. “Our relationship to God is no ‘religious’ relationship to some highest, most 

powerful, and best being imaginable—that is no genuine transcendence.” Infinite sovereignty is 

no genuine transcendence because it is merely “a prolongation of a piece of the world,” a fantasy 

of worldly power magnified to a cosmic scale. Genuine transcendence is Jesus’ renunciation of 

any sovereign self, his handing himself over to others in vulnerability and risk and trust, what 

Bonhoeffer calls his “liberation from self.” “Our relationship to God is a new life in ‘being there 

for others,’ through participation in the being of Jesus” (DBW 8 558; DBWE 8 501). Not self-

preservation, but liberation from self. The baptism sermon’s call to renounce self-preservation is, 

for Bonhoeffer, Christology.  

 

“The neighbor within reach”: Bonhoeffer beyond Bonhoeffer 

Once again, the refusal of self-preservation is just as moral as it is ontological. “The 

transcendent is not the infinite, unattainable tasks, but the neighbor within reach in any given 

situation. God in human form!” (DBW 8 558; DBWE 8 501). At first blush, claiming that the 

transcendent is “the neighbor within reach” sounds like Bonhoeffer is lifting up the familiar and 
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the close at hand at the expense of the other and the stranger. But his understanding of “the 

neighbor” is more complicated.  

In the 1937 work Discipleship, Bonhoeffer discusses the parable of the Good Samaritan. 

Instead of reflecting on the Samaritan’s act of mercy, he focuses on the question that occasions 

the parable: “Who is my neighbor?” Just like with the serpent’s question—Did God really 

say…?—for Bonhoeffer merely asking the question Who is my neighbor? is already “rebellion 

against God’s commandment.” We could give any answer to this question, we could say my 

neighbor is “my biological brother, my compatriot, my brother in the church, or my enemy,” but 

any concrete answer would only divide the world into those who are my neighbor and those who 

aren’t. The only possible answer, for Bonhoeffer, is “You yourself are the neighbor… Being a 

neighbor is not a qualification of someone else; it is their claim on me, nothing else.” “The 

neighbor” is not a category into which some might fall and some might not. Instead it names the 

unlimitedness of my responsibility, that I am always responsible for the suffering of others. “In 

every moment, in every situation I am the one required to act, to be obedient. There is literally no 

time left to ask about someone else’s qualification. I must act and must obey; I must be a 

neighbor to the other person” (DBW 4 66-67; DBWE 4 75-76).203 

In the Ethics, Bonhoeffer takes his reflections on the neighbor further. There, he 

remembers “a terrible miscarriage of justice in the United States,” the infamous trial of the 

“Scottsboro Boys” that occurred while Bonhoeffer was in Harlem, in January of 1931.204 Nine 

young black men had been sentenced to death for raping two white women, despite one of the 

alleged victims admitting to making the story up. Bonhoeffer followed the trial closely and asked 

 
203 For a similar treatment of responsibility, see Jacques Derrida, The Gift of Death, and, Literature in Secret, trans. 
David Wills (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2008). 
204 See also Williams, Bonhoeffer’s Black Jesus, 22–23. 
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a prominent German church official to rally the German churches in protest, to no avail. “For his 

refusal to do so,” Bonhoeffer recalls bitterly more than a decade later, “the official cited the 

‘Lutheran’ understanding of vocation, that is, the limitation of the extent of his responsibility” 

(DBW 6 296; DBWE 6 295). Lamenting this failure of Christian ethics, no doubt seeing it as a 

prefiguration of the complete collapse of Christian moral authority over the past years, 

Bonhoeffer turns to Nietzsche’s critique of Christian ethics in Thus Spake Zarathustra:  

You crowd around your neighbor and have fine words for it. But I say unto you: 
your love of the neighbor is your bad love of yourselves. You flee to your 
neighbor from yourselves and would like to make a virtue of that: but I see 
through your ‘selflessness.’… Do I advise love of the nearest to you? Sooner I 
should even advise you to flee from those nearest to you and to love those farthest 
away. (DBW 6 295-96; DBWE 6 294) 
 

He goes on: “Does the call of Jesus Christ itself lead us here to understand Nietzsche’s 

statement: ‘My brothers, love of the neighbor I do not recommend to you: I recommend to you 

love of the farthest’?” (DBW 6 296; DBWE 6 295). The German church official saw his 

responsibility as caring for those nearest to him. But in Bonhoeffer’s Nietzschean challenge to 

Christian ethics, the incarnation upsets any distinction between “the neighbor within reach” and 

“the farthest”: 

Behind the neighbor, whom the call of Jesus commends us, also stands, according 
to Jesus, the one who is farthest from us, namely Jesus Christ himself, who is 
indeed God. Whoever does not know this ‘farthest’ behind the ‘nearest,’ and at 
the same time this ‘farthest’ as this ‘nearest,’ does not serve the neighbor but 
themselves… The neighbor can be met precisely in the one who is farthest away, 
and vice versa. (DBW 6 296; DBWE 6 294-95) 
 

Here Jesus is described as the one who is at once infinitely distant and close at hand, and this 

ambiguity grounds our moral responsibility to care for those we might regard as strangest, most 

distant, least familiar.    
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Reading these three discussions of the neighbor together—Discipleship’s claim that the 

neighbor names the infinitude of our responsibility, the Ethics’s identification of the neighbor 

with the farthest, and the “Outline for a Book’s” claim that self-effacement for the sake of the 

neighbor is our only experience of God’s transcendence—pushes Bonhoeffer’s theology beyond 

itself in important ways.  

The way nearness and distance are complicated in Bonhoeffer’s discussions of the 

neighbor troubles the baptism sermon’s too-tidy distinction between “the church” and “the 

world.” Given Bonhoeffer’s piercing critique of a will to self-preservation that runs through 

Christian history, on one level the sermon is addressed to Christianity as a whole, urging a 

posture towards the non-Christian world of listening and welcoming transformation rather than 

what Michel de Certeau has called “missionary totalism.” But we should also read the sermon as 

addressing fault lines of exclusion and domination running within Christianity. The will to self-

preservation that Bonhoeffer blames for Christian complicity with fascism was also a will to 

preserve specific forms of Christianity, racially segregated forms, against contamination and 

replacement by nonwhite and non-Aryan Christian communities. Bonhoeffer suggests that these 

specific practices of violent purification are inextricable from deeper Christian yearnings, but 

this is a tension his own language inhabits without resolving. As I said in the beginning of this 

chapter, it is not always clear if the target of his critique is “Christianity,” or “the church,” or 

“Western Christendom,” or “the German churches.” In the next chapter, we’ll see how Simone 

Weil’s critique of political theology strikes at these very practices of Christendom’s self-

purification. For now, I want to conclude by examining which patterns of exclusion Bonhoeffer’s 

theology illuminates and which it obscures. Doing so will help us see the promises and the limits 

of his theology beyond self-preservation. 
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While studying at Union Theological Seminary in New York in 1930, Bonhoeffer 

befriended Franklin Fisher, a Black student from Alabama. Fisher introduced him to Abyssinian 

Baptist Church in Harlem, where Bonhoeffer attended services, preached, and taught Sunday 

school.205 Fisher also told Bonhoeffer about the reign of Jim Crow. In early 1931, Bonhoeffer 

wrote a letter to his brother reporting with shock and disgust American antiblackness and racial 

segregation: “The separation of whites from blacks in the southern states really does make a 

rather shameful impression… The way the southerners talk about the Negroes is simply 

repugnant, and in this regard the pastors are no better than the others.”206 While in New York, 

Bonhoeffer also read Harlem Renaissance authors like Langston Hughes and Countee Cullen, 

and he collected recordings of spirituals and the blues that he brought back to Germany and 

played in secret for his underground seminary at Finkenwalde. Scholars like Reggie Williams, 

Josiah Young, and Peter Frick see Bonhoeffer’s interest in Black Americans’ struggle against 

antiblackness as explaining why he, almost entirely alone in the Confessing Church, opposed the 

adoption of the Aryan Paragraph not because it was an overreach by the state into church affairs, 

but simply because it was racist.207 He was able to understand the Aryan Paragraph’s separation 

of Aryan Christians from Christians of Jewish descent as a scandal because he already 

understood American segregation as a scandal. A passage he wrote in 1939, amid a fully 

Nazified Germany, describes the history of the segregation of American churches as a parallel to 

the German churches’ own recent segregationist turn: “So it happened that Negroes became 

Christians and were allowed… to partake of communion—as the last guests. Any further 

 
205 For the importance of this experience to Bonhoeffer’s theology as a whole, see especially Williams, Bonhoeffer’s 
Black Jesus; Young, No Difference in the Fare. 
206 Quoted in Frick, “Notes on Bonhoeffer’s Theological Anthropology,” 190. 
207 For the uniqueness of Bonhoeffer’s response to the Aryan Paragraph, and to Nazi antisemitism in general, see 
Kenneth C. Barnes, “Dietrich Bonhoeffer and Hitler’s Persecution of the Jews,” in Betrayal: German Churches and 
the Holocaust, ed. Robert P. Ericksen and Susannah Heschel (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1999); Gerlach, And the 
Witnesses Were Silent. 
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participation in the life of a congregation was ruled out; all the offices of the congregation and 

ordination remained the privileges of the whites…”208 No German reader would have been 

unable to see their own church reflected in this history. 

Bonhoeffer understood Nazi race law as continuous with, not an exceptional departure 

from, how race was constructed and managed across the West. In this, he echoes his 

contemporary W.E.B. Du Bois and more recent scholars like James Q. Whitman.209 That Black 

communities struggled against antiblackness precisely by contesting the meaning of Christian 

signs should make us wonder whether theologies of salvation and sovereignty are always and 

everywhere as politically disastrous as Bonhoeffer (and Bataille) suppose.210 We might want to 

narrow Bonhoeffer’s call for Christianity to repent and renounce itself before a world it has 

harmed to the dominant strands of (white) Christianity in the West. But still, we should hesitate 

before doing so: what desire for safeguarding the moral purity of a “real” Christianity might we 

 
208 Quoted in Frick, “Notes on Bonhoeffer’s Theological Anthropology,” 193. 
209 W. E. B. Du Bois, “The Negro and the Warsaw Ghetto,” in The Oxford W.E.B. Du Bois Reader, ed. Eric J. 
Sundquist (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996), 469–73.Whitman has proven that the Nazis ardently studied 
American history and American race law to learn how to best pursue their own goals. Hitler’s fantasy of an 
eastward-expanding Lebensraum that would exterminate Eastern European populations or herd them onto 
reservations and settle their emptied territories was explicitly modeled after America’s westward expansion and 
treatment of the Native Americans. Nazi jurists modeled the Nuremberg Laws after American laws surrounding 
citizenship, immigration, and miscegenation. And Whitman notes that where the Nazis chose not to adopt American 
practices, they most often did so because American laws were too strict, such as the “One Drop Rule.” James Q. 
Whitman, Hitler’s American Model: The United States and the Making of Nazi Race Law (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 2018). 
210 Not only was Bonhoeffer aware of this contestation, he at times identified with Black forms of Christianity over 
against German forms. Reggie Williams cites an interesting letter Bonhoeffer wrote in July 1931, when he had just 
returned from his year in New York and was starting a summer seminar led by Karl Barth. In the letter, Bonhoeffer 
describes the German students scrutinizing his “theological bastard origins”—his being shaped by liberal theology, 
Barthian dialectical theology, and Black theology—as whites inspecting “his fingernails and the soles of his feet” to 
ensure “no Negro can pass ‘for white.’” Williams, Bonhoeffer’s Black Jesus, 110–11. J Kameron Carter also refers 
provocatively to Bonhoeffer’s “blackness… his having been seized by an in-sovereign blackness,” by which Carter 
seems to mean Bonhoeffer’s prefiguring of key arguments in Caribbean philosophy that ground ontology in 
relationality. J. Kameron Carter, “Paratheological Blackness,” South Atlantic Quarterly 112, no. 4 (October 1, 
2013): 608 n4, https://doi.org/10.1215/00382876-2345189. In recent lectures Carter has taken a much more critical 
approach to Bonhoeffer’s Ethics, particularly around the idea of the “form” of Christ. 
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be trying to satisfy? And what patterns of exclusion and domination running through these 

communities on the underside of Christendom might we be overlooking? 

Feminist readers of Bonhoeffer can help us keep attuned to how forms of domination can 

persist within communities otherwise engaged in courageous struggles against domination. Lisa 

Dahill, for example, warns how easily Bonhoeffer’s own “being-for-others” Christology can 

sacralize the oppression of women and gender nonconforming people. This warning builds off of 

Bonhoeffer’s rejection of universal ethics to push him in a feminist direction in which he himself 

was unwilling to go. “Liberation from self,” Dahill warns, can only be demanded from those who 

already have a well-established self from which to be liberated. Writing specifically about 

women in abusive relationships, she argues participation in Christ’s “being for others” looks 

different for those who are already compelled to live for others in a direct and brutal sense. “For 

them, what is revolutionary, breathtaking, and truly illuminative of reality would be a spirituality 

that in equally compelling terms invites them to ‘be there for themselves’ and asserts that such 

unheard-of presence to themselves is precisely their means of participation in Jesus who is there 

for them.”211 Dahill rightly argues that the “for-others” must not entirely eclipse the “for-me,” 

but that each be given proper emphasis attuned to what Bonhoeffer calls “the given situation” 

(DBW 6 267; DBWE 6 268).212  

 
211 Lisa E. Dahill, “Jesus for You: A Feminist Reading of Bonhoeffer’s Christology,” Currents in Theology and 
Mission 34, no. 4 (August 2007): 250–59. 
212 Dahill is not the only feminist critic to turn Bonhoeffer’s theology against the patriarchal bourgeois family form 
to which he was so attached. For other similar arguments, see Robin W. Lovin, Christian Faith and Public Choices: 
The Social Ethics of Barth, Brunner, and Bonhoeffer (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1984), 126–58; Karen V. Guth, 
“To See from Below: Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s Mandates and Feminist Ethics,” Journal of the Society of Christian 
Ethics 33, no. 2 (2013): 131–50, https://doi.org/10.1353/sce.2013.0044; Kristopher Norris, “Toxic Masculinity and 
the Quest for Ecclesial Legitimation,” Journal of the Society of Christian Ethics 39, no. 2 (2019): 319–38; Kyung, 
“Dear Dietrich Bonhoeffer.” Kyung’s address is especially important for undermining the hagiographical portrait of 
Bonhoeffer as a hero from within Bonhoeffer’s own theology.  
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If we are to read Bonhoeffer for a genuinely antifascist theology, that must entail 

attending to, rather than flattening out, the antagonisms and power differentials that structure any 

community. Rowan Williams reads Bonhoeffer’s “Outline for a Book” in this way: “The 

Christological transformation of humanity is the transformation of all our constitutive 

relationships as human so that they are now able to move more freely towards this maximal for-

otherness.”213 Moving freely towards for-otherness means requires liberation from those 

structures of domination that compel for-otherness. A Christlike renunciation of self-preservation 

will look different for those individuals and communities that more closely approximate the 

sovereign ideals of whiteness, masculinity, citizenship, and heteronormativity (that 

conglomeration J. Kameron Carter has named “the Imperial God-Man”) than for those excluded 

from them.214 For those who live and die on the underside of sovereignty, self-renunciation 

means, paradoxically, liberation from compulsory renunciation and arising into the fullness of a 

self that can then be given over in freedom. 

 

“Faithful God, make ready now my grave.”215 

On April 8, 1945, Bonhoeffer was taken to the laundry room of the Flossenbürg 

concentration camp and sentenced to death by an ad-hoc court. The next day, he was led naked 

to the center of the camp and hanged with piano wire along with six others. Two weeks later, the 

Red Army liberated Flossenbürg, and two weeks after that, the twelve years of the Thousand 

Year Reich came to an end. Bonhoeffer’s Ethics and his untitled book would remain forever 

unfinished. But we can glimpse in the scraps he left behind a theology for a world in ruins, a path 

 
213 Williams, Christ the Heart of Creation, 204. 
214 Carter, “An Unlikely Convergence.” 
215 From the end of Bonhoeffer’s poem, “The Death of Moses,” written just after the Gestapo discovered files 
definitively linking him to the assassination plot (DBW 8 590-98; DBWE 8 531-41). 
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for Christianity out of the spiral of destruction into which its relentless pursuit of self-

preservation led. 

Bonhoeffer’s baptism sermon shows how Christian theology can respond to the prospect 

of its own disappearance with something other than a will to self-preservation through violence, 

something other than protestations that Christian communities are bulwarks of righteousness 

against a surging flood of vice and sin. His writings on the church, on Christology, on ethics, and 

on the future of Christianity after Nazism demonstrate how theology can reckon the full extent of 

Christian guilt and face a future that will have a diminished place for familiar forms of 

Christianity, if it has a place for them at all. Guilt may be irrevocable, forgiveness may be 

denied, and everything beloved and familiar may be fleeting. This is the cost of being a creature. 

But we don’t have to insist on our own righteousness or rage against the dying of the light. We 

can instead, if we have the strength, reckon this dying as costliest grace.
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Chapter 4 

The Renunciation of Sovereignty: 

Simone Weil’s Attente de Dieu 

This chapter reads Simone Weil’s late theological writings as both investigations of and 

interventions into political theology. I begin with Weil’s enigmatic claim in Attente de Dieu that 

fascism is grounded in “a judicious transposition”—I argue we read this as “a secularization”—

of thirteenth century Christian theology, particularly the theologoumenon anathema sit. The 

logic of anathema, for Weil, brings together two theological concepts: divine sovereignty and 

Christianity’s self-representation as Christ’s “mystical body.” Putting Weil in conversation with 

Henri de Lubac, Ernst Kantorowicz, and Frederick Bauerschmidt on the politico-theological 

concept of the corpus mysticum, I argue that Weil’s late theological turn is not a retreat from 

radical antifascist politics but an intensification. Her insistence on God’s nonsovereignty and her 

remaining “at the threshold of the Church” should be read as lived theological critiques of 

fascism—claims that fascism has Christian origins, and that antifascism must entail a 

resignification of Christian signs. I conclude with Weil’s “Plan for an Organization of Front-Line 

Nurses,” which I read as her attempt to live out the mystical body of a nonsovereign God.  

 

“The image of the mystical Body of Christ is very seductive.” 

Attente de Dieu as a warning 

In May 1942, the philosopher and theologian Simone Weil boarded a boat with her 

parents and left Marseilles for New York. She was thirty-three years old, and in her brief life had 

already been a high school teacher, factory worker, labor organizer, anarchist agitator, and 

antifascist militia member during the Spanish Civil War. She had written for journals with 
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Georges Bataille, was close friends with Laure, shouted at Leon Trotsky over her parents’ dinner 

table, went to bullfights and drank all night in Barcelona drag bars, and recorded a mystical 

experience in which “Christ himself came down and took me” (WO 771; WFG 30).216 In 1940, 

when France fell to the Nazis, she fled with her family to Marseilles, where for two years she 

would work with local resistance cells distributing anti-Nazi literature, before leaving for New 

York and then London. She would die in London in 1943.  

Before she left Marseilles, Weil left a cache of letters and essays with the Dominican 

priest Joseph-Marie Perrin. She hoped Perrin could glean the best ideas from her writing and 

make some use of them, as she worried her intellectual work would be overshadowed by her 

dramatic life. Perrin eventually published the documents in 1950 as Attente de Dieu, “Waiting 

for God.”  

Attente de Dieu is usually read as a modern classic of spiritual wisdom, offering a bold 

new theological vision rising to the crises of the twentieth century. It certainly is that, and in this 

chapter I’ll outline that theological vision and argue for its continued importance. But there’s 

another angle to the book, one that’s received far less attention. The book is a warning. In the 

letters, Weil warns Perrin and her future readers of the structural similarities and historical 

slippages between Christian theological concepts and the political concepts mobilized by 

fascism. In the essays, she tries to articulate a different reading of the Christian tradition, one that 

might set Christianity down a different path, away from the relentless pursuit of power and 

expansion and towards loving self-effacement.  

In this first section, I’ll explore Weil’s critique of fascism’s political theology, focusing 

specifically on her effort to understand fascism as a secularization of medieval theologies of the 

 
216 For the Trotsky episode, see Simone Pétrement, Simone Weil: A Life, trans. Raymond Rosenthal (New York: 
Schocken Books, 1988), 187–91. For Barcelona, see Pétrement, 174–75. 
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“mystical body.” I start with the life of Attente de Dieu as a text: Weil left the documents with 

Joseph-Marie Perrin, a Catholic antifascist whose loyalty to the Church at times clouded his 

political judgment. Weil’s trust in Perrin reveals not only her commitment to the risks of 

friendship—an idea central to her theology—but her awareness that Christian theology is 

heterogenous and full of contradictory impulses, tending to sacralize domination yet also having 

a tragic underside witnessing to God’s anguished refusal of domination. As such, theology is a 

site of contestation between fascists and antifascists. She centers this contestation on the image 

of the mystical body as it developed in the thirteenth century, which she sees as both the 

historical origin and the ongoing legitimation of fascism’s political theology. I flesh out this 

critique by putting Attente de Dieu in conversation with Weil’s contemporary Henri de Lubac, 

who similarly saw the corpus mysticum as the heart of fascism’s political theology, and I bring in 

later writers like Ernst Kantorowicz, Frederick Bauerschmidt, and J. Kameron Carter to reveal 

the enduring political importance of eucharistic theology. 

 

The origins of Attente de Dieu 

Joseph-Marie Perrin, the man with whom Weil left her Marseille writings, cut an 

ambiguous figure in Vichy France. On the one hand, his antifascist credentials are undeniable. 

He worked with anti-Nazi groups like the Catholic resistance organization Témoignage chrétien 

and was named Righteous Among the Nations for his efforts to help at least four Jews escape 

deportation and murder. Yet he was also involved with the Pétainist journal Économie et 
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humanisme and, when Weil asked him for help securing a job as an agricultural laborer, put her 

in contact with a friend named Gustave Thibon.217 

There’s nothing ambiguous about Gustave Thibon. In his introduction to Gravity and 

Grace, a text he frankensteined out of Weil’s notebooks, Thibon congratulates himself on not 

“suffer[ing] from any a priori anti-Semitism.”218 This a posteriori antisemite and ardent 

supporter of the collaborationist Vichy regime was eventually cajoled by Perrin into hiring the 

young Jewish leftist as a farmhand; given Vichy’s anti-Jewish laws, she could no longer teach 

and was desperate for work. Thibon’s fascist sympathies outlived the war; he spent his postwar 

years making public appearances with the white nationalist Alain de Benoist and endorsing the 

Front National, party of Shoah denier Jean-Marie Le Pen. As Benjamin Braude rightfully points 

out, sending someone like Weil to live with someone like Thibon could have gotten her killed.219 

But Weil didn’t regard Perrin as a fair-weather friend or a traitor. She truly cared for him, 

and her letters return again and again to their friendship—a concept that, we’ll see, is of 

enormous importance for her. It is with this man—a friend and a comrade, but a man whose 

loyalties and judgment were unclear—that Weil leaves her theological letters and essays. 

(Stretching her idea of friendship even further, and revealing a frankly naïve trust in the 

persuasive power of her writings, she would leave her notebooks to Thibon.) Attente de Dieu 

must be read in this context.220 It is more than simply a trove of spiritual wisdom from a modern 

saint. It is a communication. A warning. 

 
217 When Weil was already on a ship to New York, Économie et humanisme published her “Réflexions sur la vie 
d’usine” (“Reflections on Factory Life”), under her masculinized and de-Judaized pen name Emile Novis. They 
added two epigraphs. Both were from Pétain’s speeches. 
218 Simone Weil, Gravity and Grace, trans. Arthur Wills (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1997), 4. 
219 Benjamin Braude, unpublished manuscript, shared with the author. 
220 Thomas Nevin, writing over thirty years ago, lamented that almost no readers of Attente de Dieu had remarked its 
historical context or wrestled with just how much it was shaped by the Vichy years. The situation is little better 
today. Thomas R. Nevin, Simone Weil: Portrait of a Self-Exiled Jew (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina 
Press, 1991), 261. 
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In the letters, Weil tries desperately to warn Perrin that his unreflective loyalty to a 

particular form of Christianity makes him unwittingly vulnerable to fascist seduction. Sometimes 

pleading, sometimes castigating, Weil returns again and again to Perrin’s “Church patriotism” 

(AD 23; WFG 12), his “attachment to the Church as to an earthly country” (WO 786; WFG 

54).221 She gives a sophisticated if brief critique of political theology, which I’ll detail below, 

trying to explain to Perrin that fascism has its conceptual basis in the transposition into politics of 

an old theological error—the idea that God is an omnipotent sovereign dominating a finite 

creation, and the church is the “mystical body” of this infinite master. Perrin’s antifascist 

resistance is grounded in his submission to a divine sovereign and his membership in the 

mystical body of Christ. But if fascism is a secularization of these very theologies of sovereignty 

and the corpus mysticum, then maintaining their form while insisting on a different content 

leaves that resistance—however sincere, courageous, and effective—on shaky ground. What is 

needed is a different kind of theology: one that refuses divine sovereignty and refuses the 

coherence and purity of the mystical body. It is this theology that Weil’s late theological works 

explore. 

 

 
221 Many readers of Attente de Dieu are understandably put off by the obsequious tone of the letters, the fawning 
praise Weil heaps on Perrin and the abject self-denigration she heaps on herself. That this flattery and self-
abasement exists side-by-side with blunt cajoling is often read as a quirk of Weil’s personality. But if we read the 
letters as a warning to Perrin, the whiplash between praise, self-abasement, and accusation is legible as a strategy of 
persuasion. In a fragment written in 1938, Weil worked out a rhetorical strategy for criticizing French colonialism. 
She saw decolonization was both a moral imperative and in France’s self-interest (with war on the horizon, 
decolonization would incentivize the former colonies to fight for France rather than against it). In a situation like 
this, where justice and self-interest align, it’s strategic to appeal to self-interest. “A humanitarian approach, in 
politics, consists not only in continually invoking moral principles, which usually fall on deaf ears, but in attempting 
to bring to the foreground all those motives of a lower order which in a given situation are likely to work in the same 
direction as moral principles” (SWC 64). J.P. Little summarizes Weil’s strategy: “She appeals to the self-interest of 
the colonizing power only to make herself heard” (SWC 66). Weil is a canny rhetorician, and we should read the 
self-denigration and flattery in her letters not as revealing some kind of inner pathology, but as deliberate strategies 
of persuasion. Much like in her anti-colonial writings, Weil appeals to Perrin’s self-regard as a spiritual director 
guiding a lost Jewish woman back into the fold not because that’s how she sees things, but in order to make herself 
heard.  
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Seductions of the mystical body 

In May 1942, Weil writes perhaps her most famous letter, the “Autobiographie 

Spirituelle.” The letter is best known for its recounting three extraordinary spiritual experiences 

that led Weil closer to Christian theology. These experiences, she tells Perrin, revealed to her the 

spiritual truth of social oppression, universal compassion, and physical suffering—the three main 

themes of her theological writings.  

The letter ends with Weil explaining to Perrin why, despite these experiences and despite 

her growing interest in Christian theology, she refuses to convert. “I have never once had, even 

for a second, the feeling that God wants me in the church,” she writes (WO 775; WFG 34). God 

wants her to remain outside the church, unbaptized, never having received communion, in 

solidarity with “the immense and afflicted mass of unbelievers” (AD 19; WFG 7). Standing in 

solidarity with those Christianity reckons damned, Weil seeks to transform her life into a sacred 

spectacle, “to show the public the possibility of a truly incarnated Christianity” (WO 777; WFG 

35). 

This phrase—“un christianisme vraiment incarné”—sets Weil’s vision of Christian faith 

apart from actually existing Christianity in France, which would be falsely incarnated.222 The 

question of Christianity’s being truly or falsely incarnated leads Weil to reflect on the idea of the 

church as the mystical body of Christ. She’s ambivalent. “The image of the mystical Body of 

Christ is very seductive. But I see the importance given to this image today as one of the gravest 

signs of our degradation” (WO 778; WFG 39). There’s an “intoxication” in being a member of 

 
222 Nevin rightly argues that Weil’s refusal to belong to the church and her disgust with actually existing Christianity 
was undoubtedly shaped by the explosion of popular piety in the early Vichy years. The “orgiastic penance” and 
“folk cults” around Lourdes, St. Thérèse, and Joan of Arc that flourished “in this time of national prostration and 
impotence… were the faithful equivalent of Pétain’s innumerable parades, where uniforms and banners gave 
ordinary people some importance to cling to.” Nevin, Simone Weil, 264.  
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Christ’s mystical body. But, she warns, there’s an intoxication “of the same nature” in 

nationalism, that collective passion of belonging to one of “a great many other mystical bodies, 

which have not Christ for their head” (WO 778; WFG 40).223 The mystical body, for Weil, is a 

sign shared by the church and the body politic, and the fantasy of being a member of a mystical 

body engenders a kind of intoxication that she earlier called “Church patriotism” (AD 23; WFG 

12). 

What’s especially dangerous about imagining the community as God’s mystical body is 

what kind of God this community takes itself to mystically express: an omnipotent sovereign, 

exercising infinite power over finite creation. The theology of the corpus mysticum, for Weil, led 

Christian communities to claim for themselves the prerogatives of infinite sovereignty. This 

claim is summed up, for her, in the medieval church’s formula anathema sit, “let that one be 

anathema.” By declaring anathema those whose thought and lives fall outside the narrow bounds 

of the church, the church lives out the exercise of power and domination that it imagines to be 

the work of God. Anathema sit is, in Weil’s writings, a shorthand for Christianity’s longstanding 

practices of exclusion, of domination and conquest, of subordinating the intellect, as well as 

desires for communal homogeneity and purity, for stasis and security, for insulation from risk 

and chance. It is these practices, and the imagination of the community as a bounded, coherent, 

and stable mystical body, that Weil sees as having been transposed from theology into the 

politics of fascism. 

 

Thirteenth-century totalitarianism 

 
223 This affect is what she elsewhere calls “a false imitation” of the sacred produced by participating in “collective 
prestige.” Simone Weil, Late Philosophical Writings, trans. Eric O. Springsted and Lawrence E. Schmidt (Notre 
Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2015), 111. 
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Divine sovereignty, the mystical body, anathema sit. These are, for Weil, the theological 

grounds of fascism’s celebration of brute force, its extreme nationalism, and its practices of 

exclusion and self-purification. In the most enigmatic passage of her spiritual autobiography, 

Weil writes that after the fall of the Roman Empire, “it was the Church which was the first to 

establish a rough sort of totalitarianism in the XIIIth century” (WO 779; WFG 41).224 She then 

claims twentieth century fascisms have their foundation in the “judicious transposition” of 

thirteenth century Christian theology.  

With this strange phrase—“une transposition judicieuse”—Weil evokes a movement 

from one domain to another, a movement that is reasoned, specifically with juridical or judge-

like reason. Such a migration of concepts and practices from theology to law is the 

“secularization” described by writers like Karl Löwith and Carl Schmitt. In Kathleen Davis’ 

words, secularization “is not a story of Europe’s gradual extrication from religion, but rather the 

sublimation of theology in the ‘world.’” Theology’s often disavowed persistence in modernity 

ensures that theology remains “the conceptual basis and the legitimizing tool” of an ostensibly 

secular politics.225 Weil’s “Spiritual Autobiography” claims that fascism’s conceptual basis and 

legitimizing tool has its origins in the theological controversies of the thirteenth century. “This is 

a point of history,” she assures Perrin, “which I have particularly studied” (WO 779; WFG 41). 

 
224 Weil’s use of the word “totalitarianism” should not lead us to lump her in with the Cold War liberal tradition of 
totalitarian theory. At the time she was writing, “totalitarianism” was a relatively obscure word used mainly by 
Italian Fascists and Chinese Nationalists to describe their goals—the word had a positive and aspirational sense for 
them. The only major writers to use the term negatively in the 30s were Simone Weil and Hannah Arendt (before 
her famous, and substantially different, analysis in 1951’s The Origins of Totalitarianism, one of the clearest 
articulations of Cold War liberalism’s idea that Nazism and Communism are two instances of the same “totalitarian” 
project). For Weil, “totalitarianism” is meant to hold together the various far-right nationalisms of the early 
twentieth century: National Socialism, Fascism, Japanese ultranationalism, the French far-right leagues, etc. Weil’s 
“totalitarianism” is thus roughly analogous to how we use the term “fascism” today. I owe Scott Ritner for bringing 
this to my attention. 
225 Davis, Periodization and Sovereignty, 84. 
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Weil is critical of two main theological developments within thirteenth century 

Christendom. The first is the subtle shift in how the Christian West approached violent contact 

with other cultures. The earlier crusades, she says, abhorrent as they were, at least had the 

unintended side effect of the West being culturally transformed by its outside. European scholars 

translated Arabic texts and studied them, learning from Muslim interlocutors new ways of 

thinking about medicine, mathematics, law, philosophy, and astronomy.226 The Albigensian 

Crusade, waged in the early thirteenth century against the Cathar sect in what is now southern 

France, was something else entirely, a campaign of systematic extermination. Cathar cities were 

besieged and their inhabitants massacred, escapees hunted down and burned alive, hundreds at a 

time in great pyres. Their texts were destroyed, and those who recanted were forced to sew 

yellow badges on their clothes. Within a hundred years, the Cathars had been exterminated. 

“After the thirteenth century,” Weil says, “Europe folded in upon herself and soon only left her 

territory in order to destroy.” From that point on, Christian Europe was governed by a 

“totalitarian spirituality.” “Christianity had to make a choice. It made an evil choice. It chose 

evil. That evil bore fruit, and we remain in that evil. Repentance means returning to the moment 

just before that evil choice” (WO 676; SE 48). The fate of the Cathars illustrates for her the 

exterminationist logic of anathema, a logic that continues to govern the genocidal practices of 

colonialism and fascism.227 Christianity remains mired in a miasma of violence that it can only 

escape through repentance, returning to and repeating otherwise theology’s “evil choice.” 

 
226 Of course, translation can be its own kind of violence, treating the world’s languages as resources to be mined for 
the benefit of empire. Weil’s point, I think, is that even in the most extractivist forms of translation, there’s still 
some degree of renouncing mastery—Christian scholars had to assume their Muslim counterparts knew something 
they didn’t. 
227 Weil, like Aimé Césaire and W. E. B. Du Bois, sees fascism as a species of colonialism: “Hitlerism consists in 
the application by Germany to the European continent, and more generally to the countries belonging to the white 
race, of colonial methods of conquest and domination.” And she sees these colonial methods as derived “from the 
Roman model.” Thus, again like Césaire and du Bois, colonialism and fascism are entwined with Christian history. 
Simone Weil, Simone Weil on Colonialism: An Ethic of the Other, trans. J. P. Little (Lanham, MD: Rowman & 
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The second aspect of thirteenth century theology Weil criticizes is the influence of 

Thomas Aquinas. “The Thomistic conception of faith,” she writes, and specifically “the 

metaphor of the ‘mystical Body,’” “implies a ‘totalitarianism’ as suffocating as Hitler’s, if not 

more so” (WOC V.1 174; LP 39). In The Need for Roots, she claims “the existence in 

contemporary Christianity of a Thomistic current constitutes a link of complicity—among many 

others, unfortunately—between the Nazis and their adversaries” (WOC V.2 309; NFR 241).228 

Weil’s thinking here is scattered and hard to follow, leaping across history and making 

conceptual connections that seem strange and arbitrary. At first glance, it’s difficult to see why 

her investigation into Hitlerisme’s political theology should lead her to Thomas Aquinas, the 

Albigensian crusade, and thirteenth-century eucharistic disputes, rather than (as Karl Barth 

argued) German theology in the nineteenth century. But to lay the blame for Nazism at the feet 

of theologians in Germany immediately before Hitler’s rise would be, for Weil, to avoid 

reckoning a deeper responsibility, one baked into the heart of Christian Europe. European 

Christians, even active antifascists like Perrin, cannot so easily distance themselves from 

fascism. Recall Karl Barth’s statement that while the fascist malady is most obvious among Nazi 

Christians, it preexisted them and is not confined to them. Weil looks deep into the history of 

European Christianity because she understands fascism’s conceptual basis and ongoing 

legitimation to be structured by theological discourses from which non-fascists and antifascists 

also draw. This theological structure is Christian communities’ self-conception as the mystical 

body of a sovereign and power-wielding God. Antifascism, she insists, must entail not only 

political and militant resistance, but also resistance to this deep theological structure. She 

 
Littlefield, 2003), 110. Aimé Césaire, Discourse on Colonialism, trans. Joan Pinkham (New York: Monthly Review 
Press, 2000). 
228 Here she’s talking specifically about Aquinas’ reliance on Aristotle, who defended the notion of natural slavery. 
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threaded these forms of resistance together in Marseilles in 1940, distributing the clandestine 

anti-Nazi journal Cahiers du Témoignage Chrétien and deepening her theological critique of 

European Christendom.  

 

Témoignage chrétien 

Malou David, a young woman in charge of distributing literature for the Marseille branch 

of the Christian antifascist group Témoignage Chrétien, recalled how central Weil was to their 

operation: “Simone Weil did not merely help ‘some’ Jews in difficulty, or merely distribute 

‘some’ periodicals, she was the very basis of the organization and distribution of the Cahiers du 

Témoignage Chrétien in Marseilles.”229  Weil worked for the group from her arrival in 

Marseilles until her departure to the US. In May 1942, the month she wrote to Perrin telling him 

of her investigation into thirteenth-century eucharistic theology, she distributed an issue of the 

Cahiers titled simply “Antisémites.” The issue was edited by Henri de Lubac, a Jesuit scholar 

based in Lyons, who himself was researching medieval eucharistic theology while working for 

the resistance.230 On the title page is an image of Cain slaying Abel, a dark and chaotic charcoal 

scribble, the murderer cloaked and wielding an axe, behind him an enormous cross. The first 

article of each issue of the Cahiers begins with a historiated initial, usually anodyne, a tree or a 

sunset. In this issue, the L of “Les antisémites” stands in front of a barbed-wire fence encircling a 

 
229 Quoted in David McLellan, Utopian Pessimist: The Life and Thought of Simone Weil (New York: Poseidon 
Press, 1990), 179. 
230 For de Lubac’s resistance activities during this period, see Henri de Lubac, Christian Resistance to Anti-
Semitism: Memories from 1940-1944, trans. Elizabeth Englund (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1990). The book 
should be taken with a grain of salt, however. It’s a memoir written in the 1980s and suffering from de Lubac’s 
heavily rose-tinted glasses, overly concerned with laundering the reputations of the church hierarchy and proving the 
marginality of antisemitism to Christian theology. For the shift in de Lubac’s work from his wartime critiques of 
Christianity to his postwar downplaying of antisemitism in Christian history, see Joseph K. Gordon, “Ressourcement 
Anti-Semitism? Addressing an Obstacle to Henri de Lubac’s Proposed Renewal of Premodern Christian Spiritual 
Exegesis,” Theological Studies 78, no. 3 (September 2017): 614–33, https://doi.org/10.1177/0040563917714621. 
For the Vatican’s complicity during the papacies of Pius XI and Pius XII, see Kertzer, The Pope and Mussolini.  
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burning Star of David. “All of France, and above all Christian France,” the article declares, is 

complicit in antisemitism, either enthusiastically or by cowardly silence. “We come solemnly to 

break this silence.”231 The issue is a call to repentance—true repentance, not the self-indulgent 

penance rituals of Vichy—and resistance. 

One article, titled “France on the Hitlerian Podium for Antisemitism,” quotes a Vichy 

higher-up justifying the recent anti-Jewish laws by appealing to medieval repression of Jews.232 

The theologian Charles Journet is quoted in reply: The antisemites are wrong to “suppose that we 

today must defend everything medieval Christianity did against Jews, pagans, and heretics; and 

that we must consider medieval Christianity as a perfect implementation of Gospel principles in 

social and political life.”233 Journet figures the retrieval of medieval theology as a site of 

contestation between fascists and antifascists, with the fascists mobilizing a “caricature” of a 

medieval “gospel of hate” against an antifascist retrieval of a medieval “Gospel of Love.”234 

It’s difficult to tell what exactly was written by whom, and who edited what—none of the 

Cahiers’ articles or issues are signed, probably out of an abundance of caution. But this idea that 

medieval theology is both the hidden source of fascist politics and a possible wellspring of 

resistance echoes Henri de Lubac’s research from this period. The same month that Weil wrote 

to Perrin, telling him that fascism involves a “judicious transposition” of the medieval theology 

of the mystical body, she was distributing this issue of the Cahiers, edited by de Lubac and 

presenting medieval theology as a site of contestation between fascism and antifascism. De 

 
231 Cahiers Clandestins Du Témoignage Chrétien (Paris: Éditions du Témoignage Chrétien, 1946), 194. 
232 The title of the article is difficult to translate, but has the sense of France competing with Germany to see who 
can be more antisemitic. 
233 Cahiers Clandestins Du Témoignage Chrétien, 214–15. 
234 Cahiers Clandestins Du Témoignage Chrétien, 215–16. 
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Lubac himself, at the same time as Weil, was closely studying the medieval theology of the 

mystical body, exploring its potent political ambiguity.  

 

The mystical body politic 

Henri de Lubac’s 1944 book Corpus Mysticum details the origins of “the mystical body” 

as a theological concept. It also traces—surreptitiously, given the watchful eyes of the Vichy 

censors—how this concept shaped European nationalist discourse. Corpus Mysticum describes a 

shift in eucharistic theology between the ninth and thirteenth centuries. Up to the ninth century, 

Christians used the phrase “the mystical body” to name the eucharistic bread. The community 

gathers together, eats the bread, and in celebrating the rite is united to the absent body of Jesus: 

this identity of union and separation is the “mystery” of the eucharist.235 But by the fourteenth 

century, theologians in the universities—working to shore up clerical control over the eucharistic 

rite—came to emphasize Christ’s “real presence” in the consecrated bread. The bread was now 

referred to as the “real body” (corpus verum) of Christ, and the church was said to be this body’s 

“mystical”—now meaning something like “metaphorical”—expression. 

This might not sound all that political. But de Lubac subtly connects his critique of 

medieval theology to a critique of nationalist politics.236 Theologians after the thirteenth century 

 
235 Michel de Certeau summarizes de Lubac: “The term ‘mystic’ is therefore a mediating one... ‘Mystic’ is the absent 
third term that joins two disconnected terms.” Certeau, The Mystic Fable, Vol. I, 83. See also Ernst Kantorowicz’s 
summary of de Lubac in Ernst H. Kantorowicz, The King’s Two Bodies: A Study in Medieval Political Theology 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2016), 206–10. 
236 Sarah Shortall and Jennifer Rust have brought this element to the foreground. In Shortall’s words, Corpus 
Mysticum gives “a theological answer to fascist biopolitics” by “situating Nazi political theology in a longer 
genealogy of secular political appropriations of the mystical body that extended all the way back to the fourteenth 
century.” Sarah Shortall, Soldiers of God in a Secular World: Catholic Theology and Twentieth-Century French 
Politics (Harvard University Press, 2021), 137, 141, https://doi.org/10.4159/9780674269613. See also Jennifer R. 
Rust, “Political Theologies of the Corpus Mysticum: Schmitt, Kantorowicz, and de Lubac,” in Political Theology 
and Early Modernity, ed. Graham Hammill, Julia Reinhard Lupton, and Étienne Balibar (University of Chicago 
Press, 2012), 102–19, https://doi.org/10.7208/chicago/9780226314990.001.0001. 
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began to speak of the church not as the mystical body but a mystical body, turning the phrase 

into a general name for any human society that was imagined as a collective “body.”237 Ernst 

Kantorowicz, building off of de Lubac’s argument after the war, shows how influential this move 

was to the origins of nationalism in the early modern period. “The doctrine of theology and 

canon law, teaching that the Church, and Christian society in general, was a ‘corpus mysticum 

the head of which is Christ,’ has been transferred by the jurists from the theological sphere to 

that of the state the head of which is the king.”238 The theology of the mystical body brought to 

nationalism, as Kantorowicz puts it, “a whiff of incense from another world,” grounding the 

nationalist concept of the “body politic” in the theology of the mystical body.239  

Like Weil, de Lubac saw the theology of the mystical body as grounding the specific 

racialist anxiety of the fascists. In the thirteenth century, as the idea of the eucharistic bread as 

the “real body” developed, theologians became obsessed with regulating the production and 

handling of the ritual bread and wine. They wrote all manner of pamphlets and treatises on what 

variety of wheat could make up the bread, what specific equipment could be used, which recipes 

were approved and which forbidden, who is allowed to carry the bread and wine, what should be 

done if crumbs fall or drops are spilled.240 As the “real body” became more and more tightly-

regulated, so too did this body’s “mystical” expression. Frederick Bauerschmidt describes the 

suffocating spiral of purity and violence:  

[T]here was an increasing regulation not only of the internal structures of 
christendom, but also of the boundaries of that social body, primarily through the 
construction of categories of exclusion: the Jew, the leper, and the heretic… We 
find a desire to present christendom as a unified whole, possessed of a smooth 

 
237 See Bryan C. Hollon, Everything Is Sacred: Spiritual Exegesis in the Political Theology of Henri de Lubac (La 
Vergne: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2009), 54–71. 
238 Kantorowicz, The King’s Two Bodies, 15–16. 
239 Kantorowicz, 210. 
240 Caroline Walker Bynum, Holy Feast and Holy Fast: The Religious Significance of Food to Medieval Women 
(Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1987); Miri Rubin, Corpus Christi: The Eucharist in Late Medieval 
Culture (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1991). 
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surface that can repel any invasion, from which all possible sources of internal 
dissonance have been expelled, if not literally (as with the Jews in England), at 
least symbolically. This is the body of Christ imaged by the smooth, white, 
unbroken host elevated by the priest after the consecration… 241 
 

This association had deadly consequences. Fears that Jews were infiltrating the corpus mysticum 

were mirrored in rumors that they were stealing and desecrating the corpus verum. The former 

led medieval powers to order Jews to wear distinctive clothing so the boundaries of the mystical 

body could be easily seen. The latter led to massacres. The Nazis, reviving both the yellow badge 

and the pogrom, were heirs to this eucharistic anxiety. In his clandestine resistance writings, de 

Lubac puts things more directly than he could in Corpus Mysticum: “the idea of the Reich is 

itself conceived after the fashion of the idea of the mystical Body in Christianity.”242  

Weil and de Lubac, working together at Témoignage chrétien even if they never met, 

agreed that fascism’s ultranationalism and its obsession with boundaries, purity, and domination 

bespeak a transposition into politics of thirteenth-century eucharistic theology.243 Weil’s “Letter 

to a Priest” gives a critique of Nazi political theology much like de Lubac’s. “Everything has 

proceeded as though in the course of time no longer Jesus, but the Church, had come to be 

regarded as being God incarnate on this earth,” she writes. It is “the metaphor of the ‘mystical 

body’” that forms “a bridge between the two conceptions” of God and community, allowing the 

collective to imagine itself as the instantiation of the divine (WOC V.1 174; LP 38). 

She lays much of the blame for this development at the feet of Thomas Aquinas. This 

isn’t entirely out of left field. Kantorowicz and de Lubac draw attention to Aquinas’ frequent use 

 
241 Frederick Christian Bauerschmidt, Julian of Norwich and the Mystical Body Politic of Christ (Notre Dame, IN: 
University of Notre Dame Press, 1999), 67–68, https://muse.jhu.edu/book/7338. 
242 Quoted in Shortall, Soldiers of God in a Secular World, 141. 
243 Their critiques can be extended to our own era’s regimes of domination and exclusion. For recent works in this 
direction, see Carter, “An Unlikely Convergence”; J. Kameron Carter, “The Excremental Sacred: A Paraliturgy,” in 
Beyond Man, ed. Yountae An and Eleanor Craig (Duke University Press, 2021), 151–203, 
https://doi.org/10.1215/9781478021339-007; Adam Y. Stern, Survival: A Theological-Political Genealogy 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2021). 
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of the strange new phrase “the mystical body of the Church,” claiming this was instrumental to 

the medieval use of corpus mysticum to describe any juridical body. “The Church,” writes 

Kantorowicz, “which had been the mystical body of Christ, now became a mystical body in its 

own right,” opening up space “to ‘secularize’ the notion of ‘mystical body’” into the modern 

notion of the “body politic.”244 And for Weil, this mystical body signified nothing but death: 

“The word national and the expressions of which it forms a part are empty of all meaning, they 

have nothing for their content but millions of corpses, and orphans, and mutilated bodies, and 

tears and despair” (WO 476; SE 159). This was the charnel house to which theology lent its 

whiff of incense. 

Sarah Shortall describes how de Lubac and his colleagues at Témoignage chrétien saw 

the theology of the mystical body as a site of political contestation. The image was at the root of 

fascist biopolitics, but for that very reason it could be deployed against fascism. “By preaching 

with insistence the meaning and purpose of the Eucharistic mystery,” de Lubac wrote in 1942, 

“we are combatting in a direct and effective manner one of the principal errors of the present 

day.”245 For Weil, the theological error fueling the crisis ran deeper. Merely preaching received 

doctrine with greater and greater insistence wouldn’t cut it if, as she warned Perrin, the doctrines 

themselves divinize force. Only by rewriting theology against force can one “escape from this 

suffocating atmosphere” (WOC V.1 175; LP 39). 

 

“We have to empty God of his divinity in order to love him.” 

Against the God of force 

 
244 Kantorowicz, The King’s Two Bodies, 201. 
245 Quoted in Shortall, Soldiers of God in a Secular World, 141. 
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As I noted at the beginning of this chapter, Weil left her most incisive theological 

writings with two Christian friends whose political loyalties ranged from questionable to 

explicitly fascist. She also knew that these texts would be published and read widely. They 

should be read as addressed not only to Perrin and Thibon, but to those of us today interested in 

the possibility of a Christian antifascism. My reading of Weil’s late theological works so far has 

demonstrated that, for her, a Christian antifascism is not as simple as it might seem. She saw 

Perrin’s admirable resistance as compromised by his “Church patriotism” and his unreflective 

acceptance of church teachings. And she seems to have taken the reverse position on Thibon: 

despite his support for the Vichy regime, she apparently held out hope that he might be 

convinced by her theological writings, that her resignification of theology might bring about his 

political transformation.246 With both of these men, Weil saw their Christian faith as deeply 

ambivalent: at once the site of their most unthinking complicity with fascism and a possible 

wellspring of resistance. The lesson for us today who want to learn from Weil how a Christian 

antifascism might be possible is that we cannot simply take the theology we already have and 

apply it to a political problem. And this goes just as well for Weil’s own theology of 

nonsovereignty. The point is not to find a pure theology that will always and everywhere lead to 

good politics.247 Rather, we must continually critique the co-constitution of political and 

 
246 Benjamin Braude’s archival research has surfaced Weil’s interrogation by the BCRA, the intelligence service of 
the Free French in London. When they asked if she knew anyone back in France who would be willing to help, she 
told them that Thibon “devait collaborer à des journeaux anti-fascistes.” The phrase means something like “he 
should have been collaborating with antifascist journals,” or “he had to collaborate with antifascist journals.” Braude 
takes this as evidence that Weil was secretly a Vichy sympathizer and was trying to lure the French resistance into a 
trap, which I find difficult to believe. I read it as her (dangerously naïve) faith that Thibon would have read her 
notebooks and would have learned the politico-theological lessons she was trying to teach him. Benjamin Braude, 
unpublished manuscript and personal communication, 2023. 
247 There are plenty of counterexamples to the theology of nonsovereignty I’m tracing here, in which courageous 
resistance to fascism is grounded in an affirmation of divine sovereignty and providence. One example is Karl 
Barth’s work in the 1930s and 40s, in which God’s absolute sovereignty renders void Hitler’s claim to sovereignty. 
There is also the postwar tradition of liberation theology, which critiques colonial domination by insisting on divine 
providence, specifically God’s active presence in history working towards the liberation of the oppressed. At the 
same time, there is a way of reading these approaches as not as different from Weil’s as they might seem—Karl 
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theological concepts, attending to how theology both shapes and might undermine systems of 

domination.  

Weil’s analysis focuses specifically on how modern Western nationalism, and 

nationalism’s most virulent form in fascism, has its conceptual basis in Christian theology’s 

wedding of divine sovereignty to its self-conceit as this sovereign’s corpus mysticum—a 

combination summed up in the formula anathema sit, and secularized in a nationalism that 

means only corpses and orphans, tears and despair. If there is to be anything like a Christian 

antifascism, it must entail a theological critique of divine sovereignty as well as a refusal to 

imagine Christianity as a coherent, bounded, and superior site of God’s work in the world. This 

is the theology Weil explores in her late writings. She writes of a God who refuses to exercise 

force, and a “truly incarnated” Christianity that would be a different kind of mystical body—

fragmented, dispersed, self-giving, merging into the crowd and disappearing among them (AD 

19; WFG 7). With Weil, we can think about God’s relationship to the world as something other 

than sovereignty and obedience, and we can think about Christian community as something other 

than a unique site of righteousness and faith that must be preserved from a hostile world.  

At the heart of Weil’s theology is God’s refusal of sovereignty. Her explorations into 

Christian theology deepened after she and her family fled Paris in 1940, and in the pages to come 

I will draw from the documents she left with Perrin and Thibon—Attente de Dieu, various essays 

on Ancient Greece, her notebooks, and her writings from London in the last months of her life. 

Readers like Benjamin Davis have cautioned against making too much of Weil’s tentative, 

 
Barth’s account of divine sovereignty is so removed from the world that it reads as a theology of divine absence, and 
liberation theology’s attention to the wretched of the earth servers to critique the seemingly providential successes of 
the powerful. I am grateful to Michelle Sanchez for spurring these thoughts. For a comparative reading of Weil and 
liberation theologian Gustavo Gutiérrez, see Alexander Nava, The Mystical and Prophetic Thought of Simone Weil 
and Gustavo Gutiérrez: Reflections on the Mystery and Hiddenness of God (Albany, NY: State University of New 
York Press, 2001). 
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unpublished writings.248 While I understand the hesitation, Weil left these texts with her friends 

and expected them to be read more widely, so they are not entirely private. And those of us today 

living through the decay of liberal democratic institutions, watching in alarm as far-right 

movements ascend to power across the West, those of us who feel called to Christian faith yet 

also mired in complicity with racist and nationalist violence, are exactly the kind of readers Weil 

wanted to reach with her theological explorations, and we have much to learn from her 

experiments in theological writing. These tentative writings make no claim to authorial 

sovereignty, they are not the teachings of a master but a renunciation of mastery that describes 

and imitates God’s own renunciation of mastery.  

 Weil rightly sees her theology of nonsovereignty as cutting against the grain of most 

Christian thought in the West. Much like Bataille, she sees the history of Christianity as an initial 

moment of tragic potential immediately betrayed in favor of fantasies of divine power. “The 

degradation which is the very essence of the Passion is hardly felt by us,” she laments. “Today 

the glorious Christ veils from us the one who was made a malediction; and thus we are in danger 

of adoring in his name the appearance, and not the reality, of justice” (IPC 84; IC 142-43). 

Whether meaning to or not, Weil echoes Nietzsche’s accusation that Christianity is unable to 

truly mourn the death of Jesus; for her, early Christianity refused compassion and grief for the 

crucified Christ and instead reimagined him as a sovereign who would “return in glory to 

recompense his own and punish all the rest” (WOC V.2 288; NFR 218). With this idea of God as 

an infinite sovereign rewarding friends and punishing enemies, Christianity was assimilated to 

the Roman imperial cult. Even after the empire fell, “the Roman spirit of imperialism and 

domination has not left the Church sufficiently for the Church to be able to abolish the Roman 

 
248 Benjamin P. Davis, Simone Weil’s Political Philosophy: Field Notes from the Margins (Lanham, Maryland: 
Rowman & Littlefield, 2023), 6. 
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conception of God,” she writes (WOC V.2 342; NFR 276). The Roman conception of God takes 

the image of “some great Roman master owning vast estates and numerous slaves” and 

magnifies it “to the dimensions of the universe.” This divinization of force, this fantasy of God 

as a cosmic slaveowner, “is the conception of God that in fact dominates a portion of 

Christianity, and which has perhaps defiled more or less all of Christianity, except the mystics” 

(WOC V.2 343; NFR 276).249 

Weil consistently understands fascist politics as heir to the domestic and foreign policy of 

the Roman Empire, and her accusation that the idea of God as a cosmic Roman slaveowner has 

defiled almost the whole of Christianity is her way of warning just how limited the possibility of 

a Christian antifascism really is. As Scott Ritner points out, Weil insists so strongly on the 

parallels between Rome and Nazi Germany because of how large Rome looms in the self-conceit 

of “Western Civilization,” and especially in the French national imagination. She wanted to 

shake out of their complicity those who understood the war as a battle between Christian 

civilization and Hitler’s barbarous, heathen horde. For Weil, Nazism is fully of a piece with the 

culture of the Christian West. “Our conception of greatness [grandeur],” she writes in 

L’Enracinement, her plan for a postwar reconstruction of Europe, “is the same one which has 

inspired Hitler’s whole life” (WOC V.2 287; NFR 217). Hitler may have taken the divinization 

of brute force to its absurd end, but the idea that force, power, and domination are great and 

worthy of admiration, worthy of worship, is widespread in the so-called antifascist powers, with 

their colonial holdings, nationalist fervor, and racist laws.  

 
249 It’s significant that The Need for Roots, Weil’s plan for a reconstructed France after the retreat of the Nazi 
occupation, spends so much time on a theological critique of sovereignty and providence. The theology of 
nonsovereignty is for her no less politically important than her proposals for new forms of trade unions and national 
defense. 
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Her accusation that nearly the whole of Christianity is defiled with a conception of God 

as a cosmic slaveowner broadens her critique beyond the specific context of Nazism. At one 

point in L’Enracinement, she likens theologians who speak of God’s sovereignty over creation to 

“slaver preachers [prédicateurs esclavagistes]” in the antebellum United States (WOC V.2 243; 

NFR 277). She’s being deliberately provocative but also deadly serious, tracing a deeply-rooted 

theology she sees as running through the late Roman Empire, antebellum America, the Jim Crow 

South, French colonies in Southeast Asia, and Nazi labor camps.250 Theology’s idea of God as an 

omnipotent sovereign commanding an obedient creation forms the conceptual basis and 

legitimizing tool of all of these regimes of domination, dressing in sacred splendor the 

monotonous reality of domination and command.251  

What is needed is to retrieve the muted chorus of “the mystics,” which for Weil is a 

heterogeneous scattering of voices across and beyond the Christian tradition that speak of God as 

refusing to exercise force. This chorus includes some Ancient Greek philosophers, significant 

portions of the Hebrew Bible, Ancient Egyptian religious texts, the spirituals of enslaved African 

Americans, and some medieval mystics; their insight into the truth of God’s nonsovereignty is, 

for her, most perfectly revealed in the theology of the cross.252 Weil’s criterion for religious truth 

 
250 Weil is deliberately anachronistic when discussing slavery. Force may operate differently in different contexts, 
but the bare fact of the strong doing what they can and the weak suffering what they must is, for her, constant. “An 
act of cruelty in the tenth century is exactly as cruel, neither more nor less so, than an act of cruelty in the 
nineteenth.” This anachronism is for her an important ethical practice, as it works to extend compassion beyond 
present victims of violence to the enslaved of all historical periods: “We should feel it irresistibly if we loved as 
ourselves all those unfortunates who, two or three thousand years ago, suffered cruelty at the hands of others” 
(WOC V.2 295; NFR 226-27).  
251 Most of theology thus does what she elsewhere accuses fiction of doing: it makes evil seem interesting. “Nothing 
is so beautiful, marvelous, ever new, ever surprising, so full of sweet and continual delight, as the good. Nothing is 
so barren and dismal, monotonous and boring as evil. That is the way it is with real good and evil. Fictional good 
and evil are quite the opposite, though. Fictional good is boring and flat. Fictional evil is varied, interesting, 
attractive, profound, and seductive.” Truly great literature, she says, is able to accurately reflect the beauty and 
drama of real goodness and the boring monotony of real evil. Following her, we could say that truly great theology 
would depict renunciation and effacement as glorious, and mastery as unholy. Weil, Late Philosophical Writings, 
145. 
252 Weil collected passages from these sources in a single notebook. See note 266. 
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and falsity is simple and clear: traditions that represent God as commanding everywhere God has 

the power to do so are false, and those that represent God as renouncing command in an act of 

“renunciation,” “voluntary distance,” and “voluntary effacement” are true (WOC IV.1 291, WFG 

96). Divine nonsovereignty is “one identical thought” whispered in nearly every culture and 

tradition, she wrote to Jean Wahl, and “[t]oday, Hitler and many others are trying to totally 

abolish it from the face of the earth.” The task is to give the teaching of God’s refusal of force “a 

modern and Western form of expression,” through a resignification of Christian theology (WO 

980; SL 159-61). 

 

Force 

It's thus worth saying a bit about “la force,” a technical term in Weil’s thought. 253 Force, 

she writes in her famous essay on the Iliad, is “that which makes a thing of whoever is subjected 

to it” (WO 529; IC 24). This is most obvious in the case of lethal force, which makes its victim 

literally a thing, a corpse. But force can also “make a thing of one who still lives” (WO 530; IC 

26). Ordinarily, “the human beings around us exert by their very presence a power, belonging 

uniquely to themselves, to stop, to diminish, to modify each movement our body attempts” (WO 

532; IC 28). Yet the more power one person has over another, the less resistance the weaker can 

exert. In the extreme situations that haunted Weil and from which she and her family were 

fleeing—slavery, war, concentration camps— those with near-unlimited power over others 

 
253 The best treatment of “force” in Weil’s work remains E. Jane Doering, Simone Weil and the Specter of Self-
Perpetuating Force (Notre Dame, Ind: University of Notre Dame Press, 2010). Weil’s reading of force in the Iliad 
has been recently critiqued by Homer scholar Charles Stocking, who points out there is not a single word for “force” 
in the epic but instead multiple words, each describing distinct kinds of relation. Weil’s idea of a purely 
dehumanizing and destructive force, which Stocking persuasively reads as a counterbalance to the Marxist idea of 
productive forces, takes one form of force (damazō) and universalizes it. Against Weil, Stocking argues that 
Homeric forces are just as much productive of subjectivity as they are limiting. See Charles H. Stocking, Homer’s 
Iliad and the Problem of Force (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2023), 
https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780192862877.001.0001, especially chapter 4. 
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“move as if they [ie, the powerless] were not there,” while the powerless, “in danger of finding 

themselves in an instant reduced to nothing, imitate nothingness. Pushed, they fall; fallen, they 

remain on the ground” (WO 532; IC 28).254 

This reduction to abject thinghood doesn’t just happen to the powerless. “Everything that 

is subjected to contact with force is debased, whatever the contact. To strike or to be struck is 

one and the same defilement. The chill of steel is equally deadly at the hilt and at the point” (WO 

677; SE 49). Force also makes a passive thing of the one who wields it. “The one who possesses 

force moves in an atmosphere which offers no resistance. Nothing at all in the human matter 

surrounding him is of a nature to induce, between the intention and the act, the brief interval 

where thought can lodge itself” (WO 537; IC 34). Without the friction of their desire against 

another’s, without the limits imposed by another who can frustrate or overwhelm their intentions, 

those with absolute power are just as reduced to unthinking, unfeeling matter as those they 

dominate. This is not to make a moral equivalence between victim and executioner, but to point 

out that domination drains the dominator of the very faculties that they imagine separate them 

from the dominated: reason, feeling, thought. To dominate another is not to actually possess 

force, but to submit to the force of domination itself, to become its passive instrument.  

This is why Weil finds theologies of divine sovereignty so unsatisfying. To speak of God 

as an omnipotent sovereign ruling over the universe is to project the empire of force into the 

heavens. It is to represent God’s relationship to us like Achilles among his captives, moving in 

an atmosphere which offers no resistance. It is not that worldly sovereigns exercise merely finite 

 
254 The Iliad essay is one of Weil’s most pessimistic works, sometimes unconvincingly so. Despite what she says 
here, those who are pushed to the ground don’t always remain on the ground. Often they push back. A more subtle 
reading of this line might be that extreme situations of force reduce everyone to either pushing or pushed, either 
triumphant or vanquished. The Greeks “imitate nothingness” today, the Trojans imitate nothingness tomorrow, but 
every day someone is standing on someone else’s neck. Who occupies which position might change, but force as a 
concept names how in war the positions themselves—utter domination and utter submission—admit no outside. For 
more on this question of the pushed pushing back, see my discussion of Fanon below. 
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force while God exercises infinite force. This is the error Weil is at pains to warn Christian 

antifascists like Perrin about. If we want to resist worldly systems of domination, and yet we 

speak of God as an omnipotent sovereign exercising infinite mastery over the world, then all 

we’re faulting our political opponents for is submitting to the weaker power. We would share 

with them a valorization of force and domination, we would share the same posture of 

submission to power. Thus the task for theology is not to unmask worldly power as merely finite 

while divine power is infinite, but to effect “such a total transformation of the meaning of 

greatness [grandeur] that [Hitler] would be excluded from it” (WOC V.2 ; NFR 224). Theology 

must insist that God “is withdrawn from all contact with force.” It is this act of withdrawal and 

restraint which is “the perfect model of justice” (IPC 58; IC 120). 

This is the aim of Weil’s antifascist rewriting of Christianity—to lift up the minor chorus 

of voices within and without the Christian tradition that teach God’s refusal of sovereignty and 

that push toward a refusal of the coherence and permanence of the corpus mysticum. God is not a 

sovereign ruling the world with infinite power, but a friend who renounces any such domination 

and withdraws so as to love the world from a distance. Christianity is not the regent of an 

omnipotent master, participating in God’s sovereignty by conquering the world and 

subordinating human difference to the monotony of sameness and order. Instead it’s called to be 

the “mystical body” of a nonsovereign and sorrowing God, rent and dispersed, scattered and 

hidden, following God’s loving self-effacement by effacing itself in turn, accepting its own 

diminishment so that the difference of the world can proliferate in the void of its absence. 

 

“God EMPTIED OF HIS DIVINITY.” 
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Weil resists the God of force and the mystical body of the “Great Beast” with a 

seemingly simple axiom: God does not dominate. “To imitate divine Love,” she writes, “no force 

must ever be exercised” (IPC 58; IC 120). I’ll say more about Weil’s (somewhat troubling) 

understanding of love shortly, but for her perfect love is a passive posture, one of restraint that 

steps back so to allow the other to exist in their difference. This is God’s relationship to the 

world, which has nothing of domination or command in it. God does not overwhelm our puny 

finitude with infinite might, neither by punishing us with divine wrath nor by redeeming us from 

our creatureliness into divine plenitude. God simply loves us—us, as we are, different from God, 

faltering and failing and finite.  

Linn Tonstad has criticized fashionable language about God’s “weakness” as simply 

divinizing force by other means. If God could intervene in the world, so the logic goes, God 

would; the fact that evil reigns and suffering proliferates must mean God is not powerful enough 

to fix things. Tonstad points out that such “weak theology” preserves the idea it’s supposed to 

unsettle: God exercises all the power God can.255 While Weil exhorts herself in a notebook “to 

love God all-powerless,” her refusal of divine sovereignty avoids this pitfall of weak theology 

(WOC VI.2 394; NB 284).256 It’s not, for her, that God lacks the power to bend the world to 

God’s will, but that God refuses to exercise power, God refuses to subordinate the world. And 

this means that “God cannot be present in creation except in the form of absence” (WOC VI.3 

 
255 Linn Tonstad, “On Vulnerability,” in Suffering and the Christian Life, ed. Karen Kilby and Rachel Davies 
(London: T&T Clark, 2020), 175–88, https://doi.org/10.5040/9780567687265. 
256 Susan Taubes sees things differently. She argues that, because “Simone Weil’s negative theodicy of divine 
impotence presupposes a powerful God who voluntarily abdicates his power,” her theology “remains trapped in the 
social dialectic of domination.” I agree with Yoon Sook Cha, for whom the task of sizing up intractable power 
differentials and then acting as if they did not hold is in fact a fuller critique of domination. I read Weil’s interest in 
scenes of violence (like the Iliad) as similar to how Douglas Kearney describes his poetic project: “scrutinize human 
cruelty so that I can learn to be less cruel.” Susan Taubes, “The Absent God: A Study of Simone Weil” (Cambridge, 
MA, Harvard University, 1956), 15–16; Yoon Sook Cha, Decreation and the Ethical Bind: Simone Weil and the 
Claim of the Other (New York: Fordham University Press, 2017); Douglas Kearney, Mess and Mess And (Las 
Cruces, NM: Noemi Press, 2015), 28. 
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105; NB 419).257 Absence and nonsovereignty, estrangement and restraint, are twinned in Weil’s 

theology. The God who is absent is the God we expect, the omnipotent Lord who works his 

sovereign will upon finite creation. But this absence means God is present as restraint, as the 

refusal of domination. God is present to creation as God’s love, which does not take the form of 

miraculous intervention or providence or presence but instead of sorrowing, self-effacing love 

from a distance. It’s a love that preserves the difference and the distance between lover and 

beloved. Anne Carson’s description of love is helpful here: “On the surface of it, the lover wants 

the beloved. This, of course, is not really the case… Union would be annihilating.”258 Were two 

who are in love to become one, Weil writes in a notebook, “this single being would love itself, 

and what worse nightmare could there be?” (WOC VI.2 270; NB 192). Love requires longing, 

and longing requires separation. This is why Weil’s chosen image of relation is “two prisoners, 

in neighboring cells, communicating through taps on the wall. The wall is what separates them, 

but also what enables them to communicate. It is the same with us and God. Every separation is a 

bond” (WOC VI.3 197; NB 497). 

That God’s love entails God’s absence means, for Weil, that paradoxically “the existence 

of evil here below, far from disproving the reality of God, is that which reveals him in his truth” 

(WOC IV.1 291; WFG 96). Susan Taubes calls this Weil’s “negative theodicy.”259 Evil, for 

Weil, is domination: the strong doing what they can and the weak suffering what they must. 

 
257 To quote Taubes again: “Simone Weil’s mysticism of atheistic purification bears some resemblance to the ‘dark 
night of the soul’ of St. John of the Cross, to whom she frequently refers in her notes. But while the Spanish mystic 
is describing an ecstatic experience of the soul’s death prior to its rebirth in God, for Simone Weil the dark night of 
God’s absence is itself the soul’s contact with God.” Susan Anima Taubes, “The Absent God,” The Journal of 
Religion 35, no. 1 (1955): 9. François Marxer draws a similar contrast between John of the Cross and Weil in his Au 
Péril de La Nuit: Femmes Mystiques Du XXe Siècle (Paris: Les Éditions du Cerf, 2017). 
258 Anne Carson, Eros the Bittersweet: An Essay (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1988), 62. See also 
Carson’s essay on Weil, “Decreation: How Women Like Sappho, Marguerite Porete, and Simone Weil Tell God,” 
Common Knowledge 8, no. 1 (January 1, 2002): 188–203, https://doi.org/10.1215/0961754X-8-1-188. 
259 Taubes, “The Absent God,” 1955, 13.  
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Were God to part the heavens and stop violence and oppression, forcibly controlling those 

weaker than God, this would not be a rebuke of the dominators but their moral vindication: the 

Roman master and the SS commandant, themselves exerting their will over the weak, would 

differ from God in degree but not in kind. It is important to note that this is a theological point 

about God’s renunciation of force and not a moral flattening of oppression and resistance to 

oppression. In her final notebook, Weil laments that the Nazis have so pledged themselves to 

destruction that it is impossible to stop them without using force. She feels herself torn between 

the commandment to love her enemies and the Nazis’ fanatical will to enslave and murder 

millions of people whom she is also commanded to love. “To my acute pain, to my extreme 

regret,” she writes, “it is impossible to prevent them from doing harm without killing a certain 

number of them” (WOC VI.4 368; FLN 340). Like Bonhoeffer, she feels herself driven by 

necessity to violate the commandment against killing. And also like Bonhoeffer, she insists that 

while there may be extreme situations in which resistance by force may be necessary, it is never 

good or godly. Force always dehumanizes and degrades. 

In Weil’s negative theodicy, and here again she sounds much like Bonhoeffer, the 

successes of the strong act as their own condemnation: the very fact that God does not step in 

and prevent them from dominating the weak reveals the ungodliness of domination. God’s 

absence from history, the pitiless reign of force in the world, is a strange revelation of God’s love 

for the world, in that God’s refusal to exercise all the power at God’s disposal reveals that God’s 

relationship to the world is wholly other than one of force. 

 

The self-renouncing God 
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God’s nonsovereign love at a distance is most strikingly described in Weil’s retelling of 

the creation story. “Creation is, on God’s part, not an act of self-expansion but of withdrawal, of 

renunciation” (WOC IV.1 291; WFG 96). God does not create the world through the exercise of 

divine power, but by limiting God’s own power. Weil’s telling of the creation story in Attente de 

Dieu echoes the kabbalistic concept of tsimtsum—according to Gershom Scholem, “the existence 

of the universe is made possible by a process of shrinkage in God… The first act of all is not an 

act of revelation but one of limitation.”260 But Weil describes God’s self-renunciation through 

the Christian signs of “the Lamb slain from the foundation of the world” and the hymn in the 

letter to the Philippians of Christ’s self-denial (WO 724; WFG 96).261 If God is love, and love 

entails estrangement and loss, then separation and longing are essential to God’s very being. As 

she puts it in Attente de Dieu, “God created through love and for love. God did not create 

anything except love itself, and the means to love.” And “[b]ecause no other could do it, he 

himself went to the greatest possible distance, the infinite distance” (WO 697; WFG 77). God’s 

self-renunciation is given a trinitarian form in the infinite separation between God the Father and 

God the Son: The Father sends the Son away to an infinite distance, and the two Persons 

continue to love each other across this distance, with this love that both connects and separates 

them being the Holy Spirit. Hans Urs von Balthasar says something similar when he writes that 

 
260 Gershom Scholem, Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism, 3rd ed. (New York: Schocken Books, 1969), 260–61. 
Maurice Blanchot faults Weil for excising the positive flowing-forth from the kabbalistic story and keeping only 
God’s negation, but to do so he ignores the moments where Weil affirms finite creation as itself the presence of 
divine love. Maurice Blanchot, “Affirmation (Desire, Affliction),” in The Infinite Conversation, trans. Susan Hanson 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1993), 118. 
261 For more on tsimtsum, see Agata Bielik-Robson and Daniel H. Weiss, eds., Tsimtsum and Modernity: Lurianic 
Heritage in Modern Philosophy and Theology (Boston: De Gruyter, 2020), 
https://www.degruyter.com/view/title/571747. Simon D. Podmore’s chapter warns against Christian appropriations 
of tsimtsum, detailing just how distinct the kabbalistic concept is from Christian theologies of kenosis. Bielik-
Robson’s introduction discusses Weil’s theology of creation, but only as an example of how far Lurianic tsimtsum 
has “wandered,” even unto Weil’s “explicitly anti-Judaic (if not simply antisemitic) quasi-Gnostic” theology (ibid., 
32). If we understand Weil’s critique of fascism as a critique of Christian political theology, then her use of 
Christian theological signs to articulate a theology of creation learned from Judaism can be seen less as an 
abandonment of Judaism than a dramatization of the will to learn from others that she associates with true religion.  
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“This divine act that brings forth the Son… involves the positing of an absolute, infinite 

‘distance’ that can contain and embrace all the other distances that are possible within the world 

of finitude… Inherent in the Father’s love is an absolute renunciation.”262 But for Weil, the 

world of finitude is itself this separation; creation is both the wall that separates God from God 

and, as that separation, the very medium of God’s love.263 “This infinite distance is made of the 

totality of space and time,” she writes, which means “we are nothing other than a point through 

which passes the divine Love of God for God” (WO 624-25; IC 197). God is thus absent from 

the world, and yet because God is love, and love involves separation, God’s absence is the mode 

of God’s presence.264 

God’s self-effacement is most dramatically revealed on the cross. We’ve seen how the 

theological antifascists of the twentieth century, from Du Bois to Bataille to Löwith, were drawn 

to the theology of the cross to resist fascism’s theology of power. Of the writers I’ve discussed in 

this dissertation, Weil takes this theology to its most poetic and most theopolitically incisive 

point. For her, in a very real sense, all theology is the theology of the cross. God’s withdrawal in 

creation, Christ’s becoming human in the incarnation, God’s loving separation from Godself and 

from the world, all of this is for Weil the same divine diremption that finds its ultimate sign in 

 
262 Hans Urs von Balthasar, Theo-Drama: Theological Dramatic Theory, Vol. IV: The Action, trans. Graham 
Harrison (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1988), 323–24. 
263 Taubes reads Weil as claiming “Creation and sin are the same thing viewed from different perspectives,” but I 
think Weil’s position is closer to von Balthasar’s, for whom the separation between God and God makes sin possible 
but is not itself sin: The “incomprehensible and unique ‘separation’ of God from himself,” von Balthasar writes, 
“includes and grounds every other separation—be it never so dark and bitter.” The difference is between claiming 
creation is evil and claiming any possible separation from God is always contained within the infinite reach of God’s 
love. Taubes, “The Absent God,” 1955, 10; von Balthasar, Theo-Drama IV, 325. 
264 Blanchot: “The world is absolutely bereft of God since God in a sense absented himself and emptied himself of 
his divinity in order that the world may be. But as nothing in God is more divine than this abdication, nothing can 
render God more present to us than this absence that is his most admirable gift, and that the world represents for us, 
essentially ‘is.’” Blanchot, “Affirmation (Desire, Affliction),” 117. 
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the cross.265 “Creation, Passion, Eucharist—always the same movement of withdrawal. This 

movement is love” (WOC VI.3 396; FLN 81). 

Weil is famously uninterested in and suspicious of the resurrection narratives, seeing 

them at best as consolations blinding one to the tragic reality of the world and at worst as a 

servile prostrating before the specter of infinite force. “The Cross alone suffices me,” she wrote 

(WOC V.1 182; LP 55). Over millennia of Christian history, the affective shock of Christ’s 

degradation has been replaced by comforting stories of recompense and immortality, at least 

within the main currents of Western theology.266 For Weil, when we worship a glorious Christ 

who triumphed over death, we worship the power we imagine to have brought about this 

triumph. But “the agony on the Cross is something more divine than the Resurrection,” Weil 

writes. “It is the point where Christ’s divinity is concentrated,” because it is the moment when 

God most fully renounces sovereignty and is most fully subject to the forces of necessity (IPC 

84; IC 142-43).  

Not only does Weil deny that the resurrection has any theological importance, she is also 

almost entirely uninterested in Jesus’ life. For her, what is divine about Jesus is his redemptive 

 
265 Weil thus differs in a profound and important way from Bonhoeffer, for whom incarnation was not God’s self-
emptying but the mode of God’s glorification. While both insisted on God’s love for finite creation, and both 
rejected theologies that offer escape routes from finitude into infinite plenitude and stasis, Weil was significantly 
more ambivalent about life than Bonhoeffer.  
266 David Emmanuel Goatley notes that the spirituals of enslaved African Americans “normally end with Jesus 
dying, dead, or buried,” and that while “there are selections that focus on the crucifixion and end in the 
resurrection,” these are rare. David Emmanuel Goatley, Were You There? Godforsakenness in Slave Religion 
(Maryknoll, N.Y: Orbis Books, 1996). Weil listened to spirituals while living in New York and attending a Black 
Baptist church in Harlem, and she found the songs theologically superior to most of the Christian tradition: “To 
accept as God a common convict, shamefully tortured and put to death, is truly to overcome the world… But who 
today thinks of Christ as a common convict, except his enemies? We adore the historic grandeur of the Church. The 
black slaves overcame the world by faith in Christ. ‘They crucified my Lord’” (WOC VI.4 188, FLN 144-45). 
Weil’s transcriptions and translations of various spirituals are collected in WOC IV.2 662-81 and WOC VI.1 446-
51. She copied the spirituals in the same notebook where she copied fragments from Aristophanes on the Eleusinian 
mysteries; various Latin hymns; passages from the Egyptian Book of the Dead, the Bhagavad Gita, and the Hebrew 
Bible; and scraps of European folklore—for her, the spirituals were part of the tradition of “Mystics” whose tragic 
theology could withstand the theology of power. 
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suffering and his death. While her insistence on the holiness of the cross is meant to resist 

theological justifications of domination, the extreme rhetoric with which she describes Jesus’ 

suffering coupled with her determination to see that suffering as redemptive should give us 

pause. Too often the Christian tradition has interpreted the cross as valorizing suffering in itself. 

And too often this valorization of suffering leads to moral and political inaction: if worldly 

suffering participates in the suffering of God, then why should we work to lessen the suffering of 

others? Troubling as Weil’s rhetoric is, though, I think her theology of the cross can actually 

work to motivate compassionate and active response to suffering. Like Bataille, Weil paints a 

graphic picture of Jesus’ agony because she sees Christian theology as too often unwilling to 

face the horror of the cross. Lacking the strength to feel compassion for this dying man, we veil 

Jesus’ agony with divine glory. True faith, for Weil, is the ability to truly pay attention to the 

crucified Jesus, to keep loving God through the void of God’s absence.267 “The miracle of the 

good thief was not that he thought of God, but that he recognized God in his neighbor” (WOC 

VI.2 272; NB 194). Weil’s theology of the cross, according to Taubes, goes beyond “the image 

of man’s tragic complaint against a deaf sky,” instead facing up to the horror of her time by 

seeing in Jesus’ abjection God’s descent into “the masses of helpless victims subjected to 

meaningless waste and torture, defeated from the beginning.”268 This is no valorization of horror, 

 
267 Thus, as Jeremy Biles puts it, for Weil “imitatio Christi consists not in the imitation of a person, not even the 
person of Christ, but rather in the repetition of an experience that is at once bodily and physical—the experience of 
the cross… a participation in the vicissitudes of corporeal existence: a will to decline, an acceptance of death.” Von 
Balthasar criticizes Weil on precisely this point: “Then the crucified Christ becomes a symbol, denser perhaps than 
the rest of reality put together, but a symbol all the same. And he is thereby subordinated to what is universal.” I 
think Weil is more careful than von Balthasar allows when she takes Jesus’ vulnerability to be a symbol of the real. 
But he’s certainly right that when she writes about Jesus, she rarely attends to any of the texture of his full human 
life, instead focusing almost exclusively on his last hours. Jeremy Biles, “The Cross: Simone Weil’s 
Hyperchristianity,” in Ecce Monstrum: Georges Bataille and the Sacrifice of Form (New York: Fordham University 
Press, 2007), 120; Hans Urs von Balthasar, Mysterium Paschale: The Mystery of Easter, trans. Aiden Nichols 
(Edinburgh, Scotland: T&T Clark, 1990), 65. 
268 Taubes, “The Absent God,” 1955, 12. 
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nor a fleeing from fascism’s violence into the hazy heights of mystical detachment. It is a 

desperate attempt to truly see horror. 

Throughout her theological works, Weil preserves the traditional signs Christian theology 

in the West uses to represent God (omnipotence, perfect goodness, infinitude), but shifts their 

meaning. In Taubes’ words, Weil’s project is “to purify Christian theological symbols from the 

element of power.”269 If God is omnipotent, but also perfectly good, then God’s relationship to 

the world must be withdrawal and restraint rather than intervention. God’s infinitude shifts from 

infinite glory or infinite might to an infinite love that renounces glory and might.270 Love is “as 

great as the distance it crosses,” meaning the godlessness of Weil’s terrible situation, the 

apparent abandonment of the world to the tyranny of force, becomes for her the paradoxical 

proof of the omnipotence of God’s love—it crosses even this distance, it reaches even here 

(WOC VI.3 115; NB 428).271 

Weil faults much of Christian theology for thinking worldly force relations are a pale 

shadow of God’s relation to the world. When we represent God as an omnipotent sovereign 

ruling the world in glory and might, we’re simply projecting our basest impulses for domination 

 
269 Taubes, 15. Taubes’ phrasing here, purification from power, helpfully underscores Weil’s ambivalent 
relationship to the notion of purity. 
270 There is an echo here of Julian of Norwich’s theology. In Bauerschmidt’s words, Julian reinterprets God’s 
infinitude away from infinite power and towards “the infinite suffering, love, and bliss of the Cross.” And despite 
her dismissals of Judaism, Weil’s rejection of divine sovereignty also resonates with Rabbi Kalonymus Kalman 
Shapira, the Rebbe of the Warsaw Ghetto. Shapira understood God’s absence as evidence of the infinitude of God’s 
suffering and sorrow. God’s sorrow is too great for the world to bare, so to preserve the world God withdraws from 
it and weeps in solitude. “His suffering, as it were, is boundless and vaster than all the world—for which reason it 
has never penetrated the world and the world does not shudder from it.” Through prayer and study of Torah, one can 
enter into God’s “private chambers” and weep with God. Bauerschmidt, Julian of Norwich and the Mystical Body 
Politic of Christ, 63; Polen, The Holy Fire, 117–18. 
271 In one of her anticolonial essays, Weil describes how “[d]istance diminishes the weight on our minds of acts of 
injustice and oppression, in the same manner as it acts on gravity with respect to objects.” The suffering in distant 
colonies (or, for that matter, in the distant past) is not taken seriously in the metropole—“Such deaths don’t count; 
they aren’t real deaths.” The infinite reach of God’s love, then, reveals the theological bankruptcy of what Benjamin 
Davis calls “the colonial frame.” Weil, Simone Weil on Colonialism, 42; Benjamin P. Davis, “The Colonial Frame: 
Judith Butler and Simone Weil on Force and Grief,” in Simone Weil, beyond Ideology?, ed. Sophie Bourgault and 
Julie Daigle (Cham, Switzerland: Palgrave Macmillan, 2020). 



 190 
 

into the heavens. “To represent God to oneself as all-powerful is to represent oneself to oneself 

in a state of false divinity,” she writes. “Man can only be one with God by uniting himself to God 

STRIPPED OF HIS DIVINITY (EMPTIED of his divinity)” (WOC VI.2 394; NB 284).272 Force 

dehumanizes the one who wields it just as much as the one who suffers it. To represent God as 

wielding infinite force is to represent God as infinitely inhuman. In the Iliad, the horror is lifted 

only in rare and miraculous moments of grace, when force is interrupted by friendship. Achilles 

and Priam, each having lost the one they love most, finally lay down their weapons, if only for a 

moment, and weep together over their shared losses. This moment of restraint, this love across 

the abyss of loss, is what Weil calls friendship. It is Achilles’ tears and refusal of force—not his 

beauty, not his sovereign lording over captives and subordinates, not his glory in battle—that 

reflects God’s relationship to us.273 

 

“God has an infinite love for finite things insofar as they are finite.” 

Friendship holds an important place in Weil’s thought. It is, for her, the name for this 

love that refuses domination or subordination. “There is no friendship where there is inequality.” 

(WO 758; WFG 146). As Yoon Sook Cha rightly notes, the equality of friendship is not an 

actually existing equality, but the willingness to act as if such equality were real. Friendship is an 

 
272 Stephanie Gehring helpfully points out that this phrasing, while arresting, is a bit unclear. God “emptied of 
divinity” isn’t actually emptied of divinity, for Weil, because true divinity just is this movement of emptying. Von 
Balthasar says something similar: “The Father must not be thought to exist ‘prior’ to this self-surrender (in an Arian 
sense): he is this movement of self-giving that holds nothing back.” Stephanie Gehring, “After the Will: Attention 
and Selfhood in Simone Weil,” in Self or No-Self? The Debate about Selflessness and the Sense of Self: Claremont 
Studies in the Philosophy of Religion, Conference 2015, ed. Ingolf U. Dalferth and Trevor W. Kimball (Claremont 
Graduate School Philosophy of Religion Conference, Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2017), 165; von Balthasar, Theo-
Drama IV, 323. 
273 Though, against Weil, Stocking points out that Achilles is actually the only character in the Iliad who does in fact 
know himself as a passive instrument. Before killing Hector, he shouts “There will not be any escape for you, but 
Pallas Athena will kill you with my spear,” and after killing him says “the gods have granted that this man be 
killed.” Achilles seems to already know, even before the episode with Priam, that he does not wield violence but is 
instead wielded by it. See Stocking, Homer’s Iliad and the Problem of Force, 205. 
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act that performatively produces fragile moments of grace.274 It does so by taking stock of 

inequalities and imbalances of power and then refusing to act on them. Importantly, this refusal 

to dominate is a consent to separation and estrangement. In friendship, “the two friends have 

fully consented to be two and not one, they respect the distance which the fact of being two 

distinct creatures places between them… There is not friendship where distance is not kept and 

respected” (WO 758, 759; WFG 146, 148). Human friendship “is an image of that original and 

perfect friendship which belongs to the Trinity and which is the very essence of God” (WO 760; 

WFG 149). The “very essence of God,” according to Weil, is a love that does not overcome 

difference and distance but preserves the otherness and estrangement of the beloved. 

What this means is that we do not need to overcome our creaturely finitude—our 

difference and distance from God—in order to be loved by God. We are loved as finite. “To 

become something divine,” Weil writes, “I have no need to flee my misery, I have only to adhere 

to it” (WOC VI.3 398; FLN 83). What Weil calls our “misery”—our frailty, our finitude, our 

erring, our deathboundness—are not obstacles from which God’s love redeems us. The aim of 

God’s love is not to abolish our creatureliness. That would be another form of domination, 

erasing the finitude and failings that mark us as different from God in order to subsume us into 

infinite sameness—colonial expansion on a cosmic scale. The aim of God’s love is to love us. 

“God has an infinite love for finite things insofar as they are finite,” she writes (WOC VI.3 182; 

NB 483). God loves us as finite, as different from God. And if God’s love preserves the distance 

and difference between us and God, it also does so between us and others. “The distance which 

separates me from the earthly beings and things I love is blessed,” she writes in a notebook, 

 
274 Cha, Decreation and the Ethical Bind, 43. In Weil’s words, “The supernatural virtue of justice consists, if one is 
the superior in an unequal relationship of forces, in behaving exactly as if there were equality. Exactly in every 
respect, down to the slightest details of accent and attitude” (WO 722; WFG 94). 
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“because it is an image of the distance between the Father and the Son.” She then pushes the idea 

further: “Only an image? Or is it not a part of that distance itself?” (WOC VI.3 398; FLN 83). 

Against the God of force, and against that God’s mystical representation in a sovereign 

and bounded body politic, Weil describes a God whose relationship to creation is absent any 

domination, absent any of what Weil elsewhere calls “eating” (more on this below)—a self-

expansion that subsumes the difference of the other into the sameness of the self. The Father 

sends the Son away, creating and sustaining the difference and distance between them. And the 

Holy Spirit joins them in their very separation. As Weil puts it in a notebook entry, “The Spirit, 

the link between the Father and the Son… is bond and rupture and the unity between that bond 

and that rupture” (WOC VI.3 276; NB 561-62). For Weil, the separation between creation and 

Creator is made possible by the separation between Father and Son, and yet this separation is the 

longing of love. All the distances and differences that separate us from others are nested within 

this love. 

Domination, force, and violence happen here, in the relations between people. In their 

essay on Hannah Arendt’s Eichmann in Jerusalem, Judith Butler writes that Eichmann’s crime 

for Arendt is not so much his complicity with mass murder but the theopolitical ground of that 

complicity. Eichmann and the rest of the Nazis “took as their own right the decision with whom 

to share the earth.”275 “Cohabitation with others we never chose is, in effect, an abiding 

characteristic of the human condition,” Butler writes. Accruing to oneself the right to decide with 

whom one will share the earth “is to invoke a genocidal prerogative.”276 Weil’s own 

understanding of genocide is remarkably similar, though more explicitly theological: 

“Extermination as a remedy, belief in occult qualities… Killing those who do not think like me. 

 
275 Judith Butler, “Hannah Arendt’s Death Sentences,” Comparative Literature Studies 48, no. 3 (2011): 287. 
276 Butler, 292. 
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In the end, you remain alone. Imitation of God’s solitude; the worst idolatry lies here” (WOC 

VI.2 95; NB 102).277 For Butler, an antifascist ethic requires consenting to share the earth with 

those we did not choose, with those we would not have chosen if anyone asked us. For Weil, this 

is a participation in the very act of divine self-renunciation that created the earth. We might want 

others to be different than they are, we might want the world to be different than it is, we might 

wish that we did not have to share this world with these others. But “to accept that they should be 

other than the creatures of our imagination is to imitate the renunciation of God. To accept 

simply that they should be” (WOC VI.2 290; NB 200). The genocidal project of the fascists is 

“killing those who do not think like me,” whereas imitating God’s self-renouncing love is “to be 

happy that there are thinking beings other than oneself.”278 This delight in difference is an 

“essential grace” (WOC VI.1 335; NB 57). And only through such a renunciation of force can 

we draw closer to God. “None goes to God the creator and sovereign without passing through 

God EMPTIED OF HIS DIVINITY… We must empty God of his divinity in order to love him” 

(WOC VI.2 393; NB 282-283).279 

 

A truly incarnated Christianity 

 
277 Scott Ritner argues that, by grounding her critique of the state in a critique of idolatry, Weil is much closer to 
Jewish theology than her readers (or she herself) often allow. Her most acid critiques of ancient Israel usually take 
the form of accusing Israel of idolatry, confusing the nation with God. Ritner, following Levinas, points out that this 
is the same accusation made by the prophets of the Hebrew Bible. See Scott B. Ritner, “The Critical Spirit: The 
Pessimistic Heterodoxy of Simone Weil” (New York, The New School, 2018), 46–48. 
278 There is, of course, the paradox of how to relate to those who refuse to share the earth with others and who 
believe in extermination as a remedy. This paradox is the source of the “acute pain” and “extreme regret” Weil 
refers to in her last notebook as she comes to see the Nazis’ plans of extermination can only be stopped with force. 
Of course the Nazis themselves claimed that their violence was necessary to prevent greater violence. The slight but 
crucial difference, I think, is that the makers of war use the idea of necessity to justify their violence and justify 
themselves (as the grim but ennobled bearers of a difficult fate), where Weil (with Bataille and Bonhoeffer) insists 
that even the most necessary violence is unjustifiable, that force always debases and degrades.  
279 Weil’s claim in this notebook fragment that Judaism and Islam propose some direct and unmediated access to 
divine sovereignty rather than offering their own meditations on God’s absence reflects her stubborn ignorance of 
Jewish and Islamic mystical theologies and mars her otherwise insightful critique of fascism’s specifically Christian 
political theology. 
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“To imitate divine Love, no force must ever be exercised” (IPC 58; IC 120). Weil’s 

insistence that God does not dominate, and that the love that is God is constituted by longing and 

sorrow, shapes her theological antifascism in the last years of her life. Like Bonhoeffer, Weil’s 

deepening meditation on God’s silence drove her to question more deeply what moral behavior 

could look like in a situation of war and horror and what forms of community could be possible 

given the bankruptcy of traditional forms like the family, the nation, and the church. Like 

Bataille, she sought new forms of ethics and community in a theology of mystical sacrifice that 

twisted the logic of war and domination against itself. Violent and disturbing as Weil’s theology 

of a self-rending and absent God may be, she helps us see that far more disturbing are theologies 

that divinize force by imagining God’s relationship to the world in terms of sovereignty—God as 

Achilles among his captives, God as Roman slaveowner. Against such a God, Weil describes a 

God who withdraws, who accepts diminishment, who limits Godself to preserve the freedom and 

difference of God’s creatures—the absence of God’s omnipotence, which is the presence of 

God’s powerless love. This divine effacement and self-limitation becomes, for Weil, the model 

of moral and political action. As I’ve said, her theology unveils domination as its own 

condemnation. What is godly is not sovereignty but effacement, a loving letting-be, a “non-

acting action” before an infinite and unfulfillable obligation to preserve others from harm. This 

infinite obligation is what Weil calls “decreation.” Decreation echoes the loving self-

estrangement of God, and the demand shapes both individual moral action and collective life. 

Weil leaves unanswered important questions about what this demand of decreation means for 

those on the underside of power, questions I’ll address below with help from Frantz Fanon. To 

conclude this chapter, I’ll explore decreation as an antifascist ethic that demands restraint from 

the dominators and resistance from the dominated, and I’ll show how Weil’s final writings stage 
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the struggle against fascism as a struggle between two visions of the corpus mysticum, the 

mystical body of the God of force against the mystical body of “the god cut up into fragments” 

(WOC VI.3 53; NB 376). 

 

Decreative ethics 

Despite popular readings of Weil as a “gnostic,” she views God’s apparent absence from 

the world not as a sign of creation’s badness but as an affirmation that God loves the world as 

world, as different from God.280 Yoon Sook Cha describes well how loving sorrow at God’s 

absence pushes us towards affirming the goodness of finite creation: God’s withdrawal “leaves 

creaturely life in a wanting relationship not to what is no longer there (the ‘no longer’ is 

precisely what cannot be known) but, rather, to what is there.”281 Weil explores what this looks 

like ethically in her retelling of the parable of the Good Samaritan. 

The parable, for Weil, illustrates “the supernatural love of our neighbor,” the love that is 

an “echo, which it is in our power to refuse… the only possible justification for the folly of love 

of the creative act” (WO 724; WFG 97, 96). In the Gospel of Luke, Jesus tells of a man “going 

down from Jerusalem to Jericho”—the same Jericho whose destruction by the Hebrews in the 

book of Joshua filled Weil with grief and anger. This nameless man is attacked by robbers, 

stripped naked, and left half-dead by the side of the road. Two of his countrymen pass by, 

crossing to the other side of the road to avoid getting too close to his suffering. Only a foreigner, 

a Samaritan, is “moved with compassion” and helps the man. In Weil’s telling, this encounter 

between the Samaritan and the wounded man is an encounter “between two beings, one 

 
280 The claim that Weil is a gnostic derives largely from the biography by her childhood friend Simone Petrement, 
who was one of France’s leading scholars of gnosticism. See Pétrement, Simone Weil. 
281 Cha, Decreation and the Ethical Bind, 104. “What is there” is a technical term for Bataille, though it’s not clear if 
Cha means to make this connection. 
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possessing and the other deprived of human personality.” The victim has been sunk into 

malheur, a technical term for Weil that names the dehumanizing combination of extreme 

physical agony and violent social oppression.282 Ground down by force, stripped of all human 

dignity, what lies on the side of the road is “only a little piece of flesh, naked, inert and bleeding 

beside a ditch; he is nameless, no one knows anything about him.” His countrymen “scarcely 

notice it”—Weil’s language tracks the dehumanization of malheur, sliding from “him” to “it”—

“and a few minutes afterwards do not even know that they saw it.” Only the Samaritan “stops 

and turns his attention towards it” (WO 724; WFG 97). 

It is this moment, when the Samaritan “turns his attention” towards the suffering man, 

that is for Weil the central moment of the parable. All the actual work of mercy that the 

Samaritan performs—bandaging the man’s wounds, putting him on his animal, caring for him at 

an inn, paying for his continued recovery—all of these acts “are just the automatic effect of this 

moment of attention.” It is the attention itself that is the almost impossible effort. For Weil, this 

moment of compassionate attention is a human echo of God’s creative act. “The attention is 

creative. But at the moment when it is engaged it is a renunciation.” “The man accepts to be 

diminished by concentrating on an expenditure of energy [une dépense d’énergie], which will 

not extend his own power but will only give existence to a being other than himself, who will 

exist independently of him.” Like God at the moment of creation, the Samaritan withdraws so 

that another can arise into the fullness of being.283   

 
282 Blanchot gives one of the best descriptions of malheur or affliction: “In the space of affliction we have very close 
to us, and almost at our disposition, all that religion, in inverting it, projected up into the heavens. We are not above 
but beneath time: this is eternity. We are not above but beneath the person: this is the impersonal, which is one of 
the traits of the sacred. We are outside the world: this is not the beyond but the before, not the purity of nothingness 
or the plenitude of being, but being as nothingness.” Blanchot, “Affirmation (Desire, Affliction),” 120. 
283 Alexander Irwin notes that Weil’s theology of ego-annihilating expenditure is radicalized in her New York 
notebook, in her retelling of another parable, that of the prodigal son. There, Weil finds a narrative of expenditure 
absent the Samaritan’s active works of mercy, and therefore seemingly purer. Irwin convincingly argues this 
radicalization is conditioned by the shift in Weil’s situation from Marseilles, where she was able to actively 
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Yoon Sook Cha has beautifully traced the ethics of decreation across Weil’s work. As 

Cha puts it, decreation entails a dual demand: first, “to acknowledge and accept that the 

obligation to the other supersedes any claims of self-possession.”284 It’s not because I can lessen 

another’s suffering that I’m obligated to do so. Often I’m entirely incapable of helping in any 

meaningful way. But that lack of capacity doesn’t lessen the obligation—instead, the very 

impossibility of fulfilling the demand requires me “to consent to a state of dispossession 

necessitated by the other’s claim upon ‘me’ in his address… [T]he other who needs me (here: 

who needs me to stay my hand) cannot be mastered by me.”285 That the Samaritan was able to do 

something for the other man is beside the point. What matters, for Weil, is the initial negative 

moment in which the Samaritan turned his attention away from himself and towards another, in 

which he voided his claim to mastery and let himself be superseded by the other’s demand to 

preserve him from harm. Thus the second aspect of decreation, in addition to the infinitude of the 

demand, is “a renunciation of power… the withdrawal of plenitude or presence.”286 The response 

to the impossible, infinite demand to preserve the other from harm is not an exercise of power 

but a renunciation of power. Shalini Satkunanandan argues that this push beyond “calculable 

responsibility” into attention to an unfulfillable demand is necessary to any critique of a 

sovereign will to mastery.287 And for Cha, this is precisely Weil’s intervention into ethical 

 
contribute to the fight against fascism, to New York, where she was stuck waiting for a Resistance assignment that 
would never come. Weil always sought to make use of suffering, so it makes sense that in Marseilles she would 
theologize the suffering of giving oneself for another while in New York she would theologize the suffering of 
useless waste and hopeless waiting. These two tendencies find their union, as I’ll show, in the frontline nurses 
project. I focus on the Good Samaritan parable here because it is what Weil left Perrin, and thus it is her 
communication to we Christians who are, in fact, in a position to “give existence to a being other than [ourselves].” 
See Irwin, Saints of the Impossible, 174–78.  
284 Cha, Decreation and the Ethical Bind, 30. 
285 Cha, 30. 
286 Cha, 36. 
287 Shalini Satkunanandan, Extraordinary Responsibility: Politics beyond the Moral Calculus (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2015). 
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thought: “Decreative ethics… does not offer a normative, constructive, or prescriptive model for 

behavior.” In language that is familiar after encountering Bonhoeffer and Bataille, Cha describes 

decreation as an ethic beyond “a guiding set of principles” and beyond “positive project”:  

“One does not exactly ‘do’ anything, as it were. And the help that one proffers 
models a withdrawal of claims to mastery and sovereignty (including the 
paternalism that arguably underlies the superficially related paradigm of the ethics 
of care, from which decreative ethics are distinct). It is, simply put, ‘To not 
exercise all the power at one’s disposal.’”288 
 

Echoing God’s loving self-denial, the withdrawal of the self creates space for the other, whom 

force has deprived of the fullness of being, to expand. “In denying oneself,” Weil writes, “one 

becomes capable of following God and affirming another through a creative affirmation” (WOC 

IV.1 292; WFG 97). 

Yet there’s a dialectic of decreation here that Weil only hints at. Stephanie Gehring notes 

that Weil’s treatments of decreation and attention always seem to stop halfway: Weil writes 

about giving attention, but almost never about receiving it.289 She writes about the ethical 

demand to efface the self so that the afflicted other can arise into the fullness of being, but never 

writes about the other side of decreation—the one who begins with diminished or unrecognized 

being, and who must be created, who must fill the void of the powerful other’s withdrawal, 

rather than decreate themself. There’s a glimpse of this already in Weil’s retelling of the Good 

Samaritan story. The parable, after all, has two main characters. There’s the Samaritan, who 

“accepts a diminution by concentrating on an expenditure of energy,” who participates in God’s 

creative act by renouncing himself so that another can fill the space he leaves empty. But there’s 

also the person on the side of the road, who begins the story “a little piece of flesh,” an “it,” 

“deprived of human personality,” but ends as “a being other than him [the Samaritan], 

 
288 Cha, Decreation and the Ethical Bind, 4.  
289 Gehring, “After the Will.” 
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independent of him” (WOC IV.1 292; WFG 97). If the Samaritan’s obligation is to accept his 

own diminishment, then the other’s obligation is to accept his expansion into the fullness of 

human personality that malheur took from him. The Samaritan must consent to decreation, the 

other must consent to creation.  

Weil only ever suggests this side of decreation. She seems to have situated herself 

unambiguously on the side of those who “have” being and who must efface themselves for 

others. Why she should have done so, as a Jewish woman living in and then exiled from an 

increasingly Nazified France, is not clear. But the other side of decreation, the ethical demand to 

create oneself, is no less important. Nor is it any less of a demand. Weil tends to use language of 

passivity when describing moral action—non-action, consent, obedience—but this rhetoric 

always signals what she sees as the most arduous demands. Despite the marked difference in 

their rhetoric, then, I think one of the best descriptions of what Weil’s idea of consenting to 

creation might look like comes from Frantz Fanon’s conclusion to Black Skin, White Masks.290  

Fanon would reject entirely Weil’s rhetoric of passivity, yet his text can be read as 

helpfully extending her own, describing the ecstasy and anguish of self-creation as compellingly 

and disturbingly as she does decreation. Fanon describes the dehumanizing force of 

antiblackness in a way that sounds much like Weil’s descriptions of malheur. He writes about a 

moment in a train car, in which a white child points at him and says to their mother, “Look! A 

Negro!” The racist interpellation, writes Fanon, fixes him in a “suffocating reification”: “here I 

am an object among other objects.”291 In her essay on the Iliad, Weil describes Achilles before 

 
290 As far as I can tell, the point of intersection of Fanon’s ethics of self-creation and Weil’s ethics of decreation has 
not been noted before, though Scott Ritner suggests Fanon and Weil belong to the same constellation of “pessimistic 
and heterodox Marxism.” Sophie Bourgault and Julie Daigle, eds., Simone Weil, beyond Ideology? (Cham, 
Switzerland: Springer International Publishing AG, 2020), 188. 
291 Frantz Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, trans. Richard Philcox (New York: Grove Press, 2008), 89. 
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his captives as being “as free in his attitudes, in his movements, as if in place of a suppliant an 

inert object were there touching his knees” (WO 532; IC 28). Fanon, describing the underside of 

force, writes of “[appealing] to the Other so that his liberating gaze, gliding over my body… 

would give me back the lightness of being I thought I had lost.” But no such attention comes; his 

body is “suddenly smoothed of rough edges” and the other is as free before him as if he were an 

inert object. “The black man has no ontological resistance in the eyes of the white man,” Fanon 

writes.292 The conclusion to Black Skin, White Masks says what Weil does not: those deprived of 

such ontological resistance have an obligation to establish it, just as those who dwell in the space 

of Fanon’s “Other” have the obligation to yield to this resistance. And Fanon describes this 

obligation with all the heaviness of Weil’s decreation: “I find myself one day in the world,” he 

writes, “and I acknowledge one right for myself: the right to demand human behavior from the 

other. And one duty: the duty never to let my decisions renounce my freedom.”293 Or, as he sums 

up the obligation, “I am my own foundation.”294  

Fanon helps us see what Weil stops short of saying, that there is a “permanent tension” 

between “self-consciousness and renunciation”—what Weil might call creation and decreation—

and this tension runs through every subject, making the unshirkable ethical demands Weil 

describes always conditional, always requiring a fuller understanding of the given situation.295 

Different as the demands of self-creation and decreation may be, both are obligatory, both are 

burdensome, and both are demanded of everyone in different ways at different times. And if I 

can risk bringing in theological language foreign to Fanon, both are grounded in the dynamic of 

 
292 Fanon, 90. 
293 Fanon, 204. 
294 Fanon, 205. 
295 Fanon, 206. Fanon could be helpfully put into conversation with Stocking’s critique of Weil’s reading of the 
Iliad, as Fanon seems to have a more nuanced understanding of force than Weil does. Stocking, Homer’s Iliad and 
the Problem of Force. 
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the Trinity as Weil describes it. Effacing himself, the Samaritan participates in the withdrawing 

love by which the Father created the world. Founding himself, the man on the side of the road 

participates in the consent to exist that is the Son’s incarnation. Entering into a relationship of 

non-domination, a friendship, they participate in the Spirit’s love that binds across unbridgeable 

distance.296 The afflicted’s difficult demand to assert their freedom is no less an imitation of God 

than the powerful's self-renunciation.   

 

Embracing difference, embracing death 

I noted above that, for Weil, domination is its own condemnation. The very fact that God 

does not reach down and stop acts of cruelty and violence, that God does not exercise infinite 

force over finite oppressors, testifies to the ungodliness of the strong’s domination of the 

weak.297 God’s relationship to the world is not a relationship of power but a love that preserves 

the difference and distance between God and creation. In decreation, one echoes this love by 

renouncing the desire to expand the self, to abolish the distance between the self and the objects 

of its desires, to subsume the difference of others into the sameness of the self—the will to self-

preservation and self-expansion that Weil calls “eating”—and instead affirms the difference of 

others and the limits of the self. 

A brief aside on Weil’s use of images of “eating” and “hunger.” Given the circumstances 

of her death (according to the coroner, tuberculosis accelerated by self-starvation), the frequent 

condemnations of “eating” and lauding of “hunger” as an ethical practice in her writings are 

 
296 I am drawing here on Hans Urs von Balthasar’s theology of the Trinity: “In creation, God fashions a genuine 
creaturely freedom and sets it over against his own, thus in some sense binding himself… For the Son, following 
truth to the end means making a fitting response to the Father’s total gift of himself… a spontaneous ‘offer,’ so that 
there can be no question of the Son being ‘forced’ to do something by a will that is exclusively the Father’s.” “When 
the unity between them is exposed, the uniting Spirit, their ‘We,’ actually appears in the form of mere distance.” von 
Balthasar, Theo-Drama IV, 328–30, 320. 
297 This is explored in Nava, The Mystical and Prophetic Thought of Simone Weil and Gustavo Gutiérrez. 
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often read biographically, as moments when her inner pathologies spill out onto the page.298 

Even if we want to bracket Weil’s life and treat her texts on their own terms, it remains that to 

speak of self-renunciation and self-denial as important moral practices (as Weil does, and as I 

have throughout this dissertation) risks sliding into valorizing self-harm and self-destruction. I 

think Weil’s writings on hunger, troubling as they are, can actually help us thread this needle, 

offering a theology of self-renunciation that refuses to valorize self-destruction. Weil uses 

images of eating sometimes in a literal, bodily sense, and sometimes in a metaphorical sense, to 

describe how the self persists by transforming difference into sameness. Her essay on the Iliad 

gives an example of the former, in which Niobe, grieving for her dead children, eventually 

becomes hungry and must pause mourning to eat (WO 534; IC 31 ). This is literal hunger, and 

there is nothing moral or holy in it—it interrupts even the severest grief, and eating, caring for 

the body, is the moral and holy act, as it allows Niobe to go on mourning. The metaphorical 

sense of eating describes our tendency to value another person insofar as they satisfy some desire 

(WOC VI.4 333; FLN 284). Such “eating” reduces the otherness of the other into an extension of 

the sameness of the self. Sounding much like Bataille’s valorization of “uselessness,” Weil 

describes true love as when I love you not for the sake of some benefit I can get from you, but 

simply because you are you. This is why she sees the love of the dead as the purest love: the 

dead cannot change, nor can they give anything back, and so to love the dead is to love the stark 

 
298 As in Ann Loades, “Eucharistic Sacrifice: Simone Weil’s Use of a Liturgical Metaphor,” Religion & Literature 
17, no. 2 (1985): 43–54; Elizabeth A Webb, “Writing Hunger on the Body: Simone Weil’s Ethic of Hunger and 
Eucharistic Practice,” in Women, Writing, Theology: Transforming a Tradition of Exclusion, ed. Emily A. Holmes 
and Wendy Farley (Waco: Baylor University Press, 2011), 25; Rachel Feldhay Brenner, “Simone Weil: Philosopher, 
Socialist and Christian Mystic - A Jew and a Woman Despite Herself,” in The Netherlands and Nazi Genocide: 
Papers of the 21st Annual Scholars’ Conference, ed. G. Jan Colijn and Marcia S. Littell, Symposium Series 32 
(Lewiston, NY: The Edwin Mellen Press, 1992), 259–75; Alec Irwin, “Devoured by God: Cannibalism, Mysticism, 
and Ethics in Simone Weil,” Cross Currents 51, no. 2 (Summer 2001): 257–72. For a good overview and critique of 
the various readings of Weil as anorexic, see Claire Wolfteich, “Attention or Destruction: Simone Weil and the 
Paradox of the Eucharist,” The Journal of Religion 81, no. 3 (July 2001): 359–76.  
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fact that they lived. On a more political level, Weil’s interest in eucharistic theology and its 

imagination of the social as a “body” suggests that her writings on hunger and eating can be read 

as a critique of fascist and colonial practices of national expansion through conquest and 

extraction. I read Weil’s insistence on the moral value of hunger as an anticolonial gesture, as a 

response to what J. Kameron Carter describes as the eucharistic structure of colonial violence, in 

which “colonialism consumes lands and lives and in the process metabolizes them into resources 

and labor.”299 To remain “hungry” is to refrain from consumption for the sake of preserving 

others from extraction and exploitation. 

For Weil, we imitate God’s self-renunciation when we allow others to exist in all their 

difference. Or, rather, we imitate God when we not only allow others to be as they are, different 

from us and different from what we might want them to be, but when we accept our own 

diminishment so that difference may flourish. This is the direction Judith Butler moves when 

they write, “there is no right to choose with whom to cohabit the earth… Cohabitation with 

others we never chose is, in effect, an abiding characteristic of the human condition.”300 Yet 

again, the dialectic of decreation is important here. For those who are already diminished by the 

world, silenced and driven to the margins by the crushing weight of force, the task is not further 

effacement but what Weil calls “gratitude.” Gratitude, which “[preserves] true pride in 

affliction,” is “something supernatural” (WOC IV.1 292; WFG 98). 

Weil wants the oppressed to feel or express gratitude for the occasional mercy of their 

oppressors. This is a deeply unsettling ask, even if we grant that she’s describing a 

 
299 Carter, “The Excremental Sacred,” 162. Benjamin Davis does an excellent job reading Weil for how she 
challenges the numb acquiescence into which colonial states lull their subjects in his Simone Weil’s Political 
Philosophy. It is also worth remembering that, never being baptized, Weil’s own practices of eucharistic devotion 
were exclusively practices of looking and refraining from eating. 
300 Butler, “Hannah Arendt’s Death Sentences,” 291. 
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“supernatural” gratitude directed towards God and not towards the oppressor, and I don’t think 

we should follow her here. She sees this gratitude as preserving the pride of the afflicted, but 

surely it’s also the case that refusing gratitude can protect self-respect just as well if not better. If 

the arduous task for the afflicted is to arise into the fullness that has been denied them, then part 

of that consent to creation is a consent to freedom—the freedom to offer or to withhold gratitude. 

I want to go beyond Weil here and suggest a withholding of gratitude may in fact be an 

expression of this “supernatural gratitude,” much as for Bonhoeffer someone whom I have 

wronged withholding forgiveness from me might be how God’s forgiveness is made manifest. 

Regardless, the afflicted’s self-founding, their mirror of decreation, is paradoxically also 

true of the so-called strong who performs decreation. We saw how, in Weil’s analysis of force, 

those who claim to wield force are just as dehumanized, just as reduced to the inert passivity of 

matter, as those they strike down. In renouncing an illusory self-mastery through acts of 

decreation, those who hold the sword are lifted by grace out of their comfortable dehumanization 

into the truth of their created selves. Decreative self-offering and self-founding gratitude, Weil 

writes, find “miraculous harmony and equality” in a single relationship of friendship: “Both of 

them recognize at the same time, with all their soul, that it is better not to command where one 

has the power to do so” (WOC IV.1 293; WFG 98-99). 

This is why Weil can write, as if anticipating the future readers who will call her suicidal 

and self-loathing, that “the true response to the excess of divine love does not consist in 

voluntarily inflicting suffering upon oneself, because suffering inflicted on oneself, however 

intense, or long, or violent, is not destructive.” (IPC 148; IC 183) Decreation is not masochistic 

self-destruction. What is decreated, what is “destroyed,” is the will to mastery—a will in which 

literal acts of self-destruction participate. Decreation is not suicide, but “consenting to the 
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possibility of being destroyed, that is to say, in the possibility of affliction, whether that affliction 

actually happens or not.” (IPC 148; IC 183) It is, in other words, the will to chance. Like 

Nietzsche’s affirmation on the other side of the abyss, the other side of decreation is the love of 

life, however difficult such a posture may have been for Weil. Decreation ends in “accepting 

being created like God accepts creating”: not to expand the self and its claim to mastery, but “for 

the love of other creatures” (WOC VI.4 258; FLN 224). 

Thus imitation of a self-renouncing God entails the moral and political demand to 

embrace finitude, loss, and difference, and “salvation is consenting to die” (WOC VI.4 246; FLN 

212). We’re not saved from death, but from the desperate grasping after self-preservation and 

self-expansion that recoils from death.301 Life is structured by chance: “The beings whom I love 

are creatures. They were born of a chance meeting between their father and their mother. My 

meeting them is also chance. They will die” (WOC VI.3 182, NB 483). The fantasy of eternal 

self-preservation is a fantasy that the chance of our birth is really necessity, and the chance of our 

death is impossible.302 “But if we consent to be born and not to die, we personally, to our own 

downfall, commit the sin of Adam” (WOC VI.4 246; FLN 212). The sin of Adam, for Weil, is 

that Adam “sought for divinity in vital energy. A tree, a fruit.” That is, Adam strove to overcome 

his deathboundedness, and he thought the flight from death was a flight toward God. But divinity 

“is prepared for us on some dead wood, geometrically squared, on which hangs a corpse. We 

must look for the secret of our kinship with God in our mortality” (WOC VI.2 335; NB 235). 

Stasis, security, homogeneity, eternal self-preservation—consenting to be born but not 

 
301 For more on this point, see David Cockburn, “Simone Weil on Death,” Mortality 2, no. 1 (1997): 63–72; André 
A. Devaux, “Du Bon Usage de La Mort Selon Simone Weil,” Cahiers Simone Weil 16, no. 4 (December 1993): 
259–73. 
302 As she puts it in a discussion of the Our Father, “The principle claim that we believe we have on the universe is 
the continuation of our personality. This claim implies all the others. The instinct of self-preservation makes us feel 
this continuation is a necessity, and we believe that a necessity is a right” (WOC IV.1 343; WFG 163).  
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consenting to die—are the promises of the God of force, not the God stripped of divinity. Weil 

thus helps those of us in the present who want to give a critique from within Christian theology 

of political movements, so often made up of faithful Christians, that recoil from the difference of 

others and view the possibility of cultural and racial “replacement” as a threat. Having our 

desires frustrated and hemmed in by the desires of others, having our illusions of national 

permanence and greatness shipwrecked on the inevitability of cultural transformation, are for 

Weil not threats but moments of grace, moments in which we participate in the self-restriction of 

God. 

This inflects, I think, how we should read the discomfiting passages on Judaism in Weil’s 

texts. It’s often claimed that Weil is hostile to the Hebrew Bible, if not Judaism itself.303 That’s 

not entirely unfair, and there are moments in her notebooks that are genuinely appalling, but I 

think accusations of outright hostility miss the mark. The real target of Weil’s ire is not so much 

the Hebrew scriptures themselves as how those texts are read by Christianity. 

It is not the case, as it is often claimed, that Weil straightforwardly rejects the Hebrew 

Bible. While in New York in 1942, she writes a letter to her friend Jean Wahl—Kierkegaard 

scholar, Resistance member, and Acéphale contributor. She hints at “strange rumors” being 

 
303 For a recent overview of the debates on Weil’s relationship to Judaism, though focusing on French readers, see 
Robert Chenavier, Simone Weil, Une Juive Antisémite? Éteindre Les Polémiques (Paris: Gallimard, 2021). The most 
incisive and sensitive readings of Weil that still argue for her as in some sense anti-Jewish are Nevin, Simone Weil; 
Rachel Feldhay Brenner, Writing as Resistance: Four Women Confronting the Holocaust: Edith Stein, Simone Weil, 
Anne Frank, Etty Hillesum (University Park, Pa: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1997). More interesting still 
are readers like Emmanuel Levinas, Palle Yourgrau, and Scott Ritner, who read Weil’s horror at particular passages 
of the Hebrew Bible as both an understandable reaction to those depictions of violence and a reaction with a long 
history within the Jewish tradition. See Emmanuel Lévinas, “Simone Weil Against the Bible,” in Difficult Freedom: 
Essays on Judaism, trans. Sean Hand, Johns Hopkins Jewish Studies (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 
1990), 133–42; Palle Yourgrau, “On the Jewish Question,” in Simone Weil (London: Reaktion Books, 2011); Ritner, 
“The Critical Spirit: The Pessimistic Heterodoxy of Simone Weil.” Jacob Taubes suggests a similar reading in a 
letter to Gershom Scholem. See Gershom Scholem, Briefe, ed. Itta Shedletzky, vol. 3 (München: C.H. Beck, 1994), 
388. Maurice Blanchot has given perhaps the best explanation of what it means to read Weil for Christian theology: 
“The Christian interpretations that were immediately applied to Simone Weil’s thought are legitimate; she herself 
called them forth,” but these interpretations too often veil “what in [her thought] is irregular, an irregularity that is 
not easy to grasp.” Blanchot, “Affirmation (Desire, Affliction),” 108. 
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spread about her, specifically that she sympathizes with Vichy. It seems the rumors may have 

also alleged she supported Vichy’s anti-Jewish laws, because she goes on to lay out her thoughts 

on the Hebrew Bible. 

Weil tells Wahl that she finds “the truth”—the teaching of a God who renounces force—

in the first eleven chapters of Genesis, Job, “most of the Psalms,” the Song of Songs, Proverbs, 

Ecclesiastes, Sirach, Wisdom, Isaiah 40-66, “some of the minor prophets,” Daniel, and Tobit. 

“Almost all the rest of the Old Testament is a tissue of horrors” (WO 979; SL 160).304 She uses a 

similar phrase in The Need for Roots to describe history itself: “History is a tissue of base and 

cruel deeds in which, far from each other, sparkle a few drops of purity” (WOC V.2 297; NFR 

229). The Hebrew Bible, like human history, is woven of horror and beauty, cruelty and mercy, 

falsity and truth. The letter to Wahl reveals not rejection, but ambivalence. A good deal of the 

Hebrew scriptures are lifted up as communicating divine truth. The governing logic of her 

refusal of the rest is in line with her critique of thirteenth century Christendom: Weil refuses any 

claim of cultural homogeneity. The books of the Bible that Weil reads as arising from cross-

cultural contact are lifted up, while those she assigns to Moses (whom she likens to Charles 

Maurras) and to a bounded and stable “Jewish nation” are refused.  

Whether this is a good reading of the Pentateuch and the historical books is its own 

question.305 But Weil’s discernment of both truth and falsity in the Hebrew Bible is consistent 

 
304 Interestingly, the editors of the single-volume Oeuvres include this letter in a section titled “L’Antijudäisme de 
Simone Weil.” 
305 Though, as Emmanuel Levinas points out, the book of Joshua is genuinely disturbing, and it’s unfair to label 
Weil “anti-Jewish” for being disturbed by it. He reads her condemnations of Judaism as having more in common 
with the prophets than with contemporary antisemites: “The fact that God was known to all the peoples of the earth 
and, in a certain sense, better served by them than by the Jews, is proclaimed not by Simone Weil but by the prophet 
Malachi.” Where Weil errs for Levinas, and I agree with him, is in her reductive reading of the Hebrew Bible as 
endorsing the violence it depicts. In Levinas’s words, “The biblical teaching does not consist of praise for a model 
people. It consists of invectives. Israel’s sole worth lies perhaps, in having chosen this book of anger and accusation 
for its message, having made this book its own. Israel is not a model people, but a free people.” Kelly Brown 
Douglas offers a similar theological insight when discussing Howard Thurman’s grandmother, who refused to grant 
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with her broader understanding of religious traditions as heterogeneous mixes of false 

divinizations of force and the truth of divine nonsovereignty. Moreover, this criterion of truth 

and falsity is framed in the letter around being transformed by the other. The conquering 

civilizations who have survived in the historical record “never had any spiritual life unless they 

consented to adopt the religious and philosophical thought of the conquered” (WO 980; SL 160). 

Listening, allowing one’s culture to be transformed by another that one could just as easily repel 

or destroy, is for Weil evidence of true faith in God’s nonsovereignty. And she sees this faith 

recurring throughout the Hebrew Bible.  

This is where Weil’s repeated denunciations of Israelite religion and the Hebrew 

scriptures should be read not as anti-Judaism, but as critiques of how the Jewish tradition has 

been cannibalized by Christianity. If Weil sees the Hebrew Bible as a heterogeneous and 

ambivalent gathering of texts, as much a blend of “false” nationalism and “true” faith as any 

other tradition, she excoriates Christianity for refusing this ambivalence and reweaving the 

nationalist currents for its own end, plucking the chaff from the wheat in the name of its own will 

to power. (Though, importantly, this critique is restricted to the forms of Christianity that have 

drawn on the nationalist currents of the Hebrew Bible to sacralize state and military force. Weil 

attended a Black Baptist church in Harlem and studied the spirituals; she would have been 

familiar with African American Christians’ traditional identification with Israel. Not once does 

she criticize this. Her hostility is not towards ancient Israel and the Hebrew Bible tout court, but 

towards how they are taken up, by whom, and to what end.)  In L’Enracinement, Weil claims 

 
that Paul’s defense of slavery was divinely inspired. “If the norm of black faith is an understanding of a God who is 
freedom, then that also means there are certain stories within the Bible that cannot be given authority.” But this 
failure of the biblical text is, in its own way, divine revelation: “God is always greater and more complex than our 
words about God. This is the meaning of God’s transcendent freedom. If human understanding could capture God, 
then God would not be God.” Lévinas, “Simone Weil Against the Bible,” 135–38; Kelly Brown Douglas, Stand 
Your Ground: Black Bodies and the Justice of God (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2015), 163–64. 



 209 
 

Christianity was a means by which the Roman Empire could prop up its crumbling cult of the 

emperor, allowing it to assimilate to itself certain currents of Hebrew scripture. “Like Hitler,” the 

Romans “would have liked to take the shell of an authentic religious tradition to cover their all 

too visible atheism” (WOC V.2 340; NFR 273). After destroying the Temple and scattering the 

Jewish people, Rome picked over Jewish religion like a vulture, digesting the nationalist strands 

of their scriptures and turning them to its own devices. Refracting the now-deracinated theology 

of its conquered victims through its own moribund cult of the emperor, Rome reconstructed 

Christianity as the religion of force. “It is thus that the Father of Christ, accommodated to the 

Roman style, became a master and owner of slaves” (WOC V.2 340; NFR 274). As she puts it 

elsewhere, Rome “was never truly destroyed… It survived by so thoroughly contaminating 

Christianity” (WOC VI.4 291; FLN 255). If Christianity is the means of Rome’s survival, and 

fascism is the anachronistic resuscitation of Roman politics, then the struggle against fascism 

must be a struggle within Christian theology.306 

 

Mystical body of a nonsovereign God 

We come, finally, to Weil’s vision of what a community structured as the mystical body 

of God “stripped of divinity” might look like. In her “Autobiographie spirituelle,” Weil referred 

to a need “to show the public the possibility of a truly incarnated Christianity… The bronze 

serpent must be lifted up again so that whoever raises his eyes to it may be saved” (WO 775-76; 

WFG 35). A truly incarnated Christianity would be a corpus mysticum modelled not after the 

God of force but the bronze serpent, the crucified Christ, “the god cut up into fragments” (WOC 

 
306 “The analogy between the systems of Hitler and of ancient Rome is so striking,” Weil writes, “that one might 
believe that Hitler alone, after two thousand years, has understood correctly how to copy the Romans.” Simone 
Weil, Selected Essays, 1934-1943: Historical, Political, and Moral Writings, trans. Richard Rees (Eugene, OR: 
Wipf & Stock Publishers, 2015), 101. 
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VI.3 53; NB 376). The form of community Weil imagines is a fragmented, agonized, loving 

corpus mysticum, loving across an unbridgeable gap of distance and difference. 

In her final writings, Weil explored what the ethics of decreation might look like when 

put into practice by a community. Through her resistance contacts in Marseilles, she had learned 

more about Nazi brutality, and her pacifist commitments gave way to a desire to join the Free 

French movement in London and contribute to the war effort. Direct passage between France and 

England was impossible, so Weil first traveled to New York, taking her parents with her to get 

them out of France. She stayed in New York for five months. In that time, she wrote some of her 

most searing theological fragments, attended a synagogue for Ethiopian Jews and a Black Baptist 

church in Harlem, and wrote letters to her Free French connections begging for passage to 

London so that she could be sent on a mission, “preferably dangerous,” into occupied France (EL 

186; SL 145).  

The mission Weil had in mind, which she developed over months of careful thought and 

tentatively broached in various letters to resistance contacts, was what she called a “plan for an 

organization of frontline nurses.” The plan was to assemble a corps of women—unwedded and 

without children, unburdened by traditional gender roles; in other words women much like Weil 

herself—to parachute into occupied territory and provide first aid for Allied troops. While 

assisting the armed resistance, the nurses themselves would be unarmed. Weil underwent first 

aid training in New York, but she had no illusions as to the practical benefits of the nurses. Ten 

nurses, no matter how highly trained, could only help so much. Inevitably, they would be shot on 

the battlefield, or captured and tortured, plunged into affliction and death. But here lay the 

nurses’ true value: their very consent to horror for the sake of preserving others from harm. As a 

“representation,” as a living “tableau,” as “propaganda,” the nurses’ sacrificial deaths could have 
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a “symbolic” effect reverberating beyond the battlefield (WOC IV.1 406-8; SL 149-51). They 

would be a highly trained, tightly organized, living enactment of the Good Samaritan parable, 

renouncing themselves for the sake of wounded others.   

Unsurprisingly, the leaders of the Free French refused her plan effectively to stage a 

human sacrifice. Though Weil eventually made it to London to work directly with the Free 

French, they stuck her in a desk job. Her increasingly frantic letters begging for someone to take 

the nurses project seriously were ignored. When she got the plan in front of Charles de Gaulle 

himself, his only response was to mutter, “But she’s crazy!” Unable to actively contribute to the 

resistance, laughed at and dismissed for even wanting to contribute, Weil felt herself “in a 

situation which is to me infinitely worse than hell” (EL 204; SL 171). But she never wavered on 

the project’s importance, and she never gave up hope that someone would take her seriously. The 

last sentence she ever wrote, lying in her sanitorium bed, dying of tuberculosis exacerbated by 

her refusal to eat more than what she imagined were the rations in Nazi camps, was a single 

word: “Nurses” (WOC VI.4 394; FLN 364).  

Alexander Irwin has persuasively argued that the frontline nurses project is the 

culmination of Weil’s life and thought, the weaving together of seemingly incompatible threads 

of mystical theology and political radicalism, the renunciation of force and the necessity of 

resistance.307 I argue that the plan is also Weil’s vision of a “truly incarnated Christianity,” the 

mystical body of a crucified God, and that she imagines the nurses on the battlefield as staging a 

conflict between two forms of the corpus mysticum.  

 
307 Irwin, Saints of the Impossible, 169–212. Irwin’s remains the best treatment of Weil’s frontline nurses project. 
Especially helpful is his attention to how Weil’s attempts to persuade the men of the resistance to sign off on the 
project rhetorically valorized traditional gender roles in service of the project’s deeper subversion of them. See also 
Cha, Decreation and the Ethical Bind, 136–51 for a convincing argument that the failure of this project is 
paradoxically its culmination, as it demonstrates the impossibility of ever meeting the demand to give of oneself for 
another. 
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Echoing her earlier description of nationalisms as “mystical bodies which have not Christ 

for their heads,” Weil’s frontline nurses proposal describes “Hitlerisme” as “a religion-

substitute” fueled by “an inspiration resembling a faith or a religious spirit.” The Nazis 

understand what the ostensibly antifascist powers ignore at their peril: the political force of 

theological signs and concepts. “Hitler has never lost sight of the essential need to strike 

everybody’s imagination” with the force of the sacred (WOC IV.1 406; SL 149). And the high 

priests of Hitlerism, the purest expressions of the fascist corpus mysticum, are the SS.  

The SS, Weil writes, are a collective body “correspond[ing] perfectly to the spirit of the 

régime and the designs of their leader.” Hand-picked for their physical beauty and racial purity, 

dressed in dashing uniforms, initiated through esoteric rites in torchlit crypts, deployed on the 

most dangerous missions, tasked with the cruelest acts of enslavement and mass killing, and 

counting their lives and the lives of others as nothing against the will of the Führer, the SS not 

only formed the pattern for a fantasized future Germany but struck their allies and enemies alike 

with the shock of sacred force. Even today, innumerable schlocky documentaries and paperback 

pseudo-histories, not to mention films, video games, and pulp “alternate histories,” attest to what 

Weil calls the SS’s ability to “astonish and impress”—and knowledge of the full extent of Nazi 

horrors seems only to increase, rather than diminish, their seductive fascination (WOC IV.1 406; 

SL 149). 

Above all, the SS as a collective body mystically expressed Hitler’s claim to absolute 

sovereignty. As Alexander Irwin puts it, their cruelty and spirit of self-sacrifice “ascribed to the 

Führer more persuasively than any number of eloquent speeches the godlike capacity to 

command a loyalty stronger than death itself.”308 The SS, then, for all their official hostility to 

 
308 Irwin, Saints of the Impossible, 191. 
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Christianity, stood as the endpoint of what Weil, de Lubac, and others criticize as Christianity’s 

self-conceit as the collective expression of an omnipotent sovereign.  

“We cannot copy these methods of Hitler’s,” Weil avows. But “we do need to have their 

equivalents” (WOC IV.1 406; SL 149). She describes her corps of nurses as forming a mirror 

image of the SS. The SS lay down their lives while killing and enslaving, offering a pseudo-

sacrifice that magnifies the false greatness of Germany and both represents and realizes Hitler’s 

mastery over life and death. The nurses would die while providing medical care, their deaths 

testifying to the “true greatness” of renouncing oneself to preserve another from harm. A 

rumored early version of the plan would have the nurses provide first aid not only to resistance 

fighters but also to enemy combatants; such decidedly unstrategic and indiscriminate compassion 

would represent and realize the indiscriminate divine love that makes the rain fall on the just and 

the unjust alike.309 

I’ve argued throughout this chapter that Weil fits within a loose constellation of writers 

who saw fascism as a theological problem requiring a theological response, and that a purely 

political or military defeat of fascism would be a necessarily temporary one. In her proposal for 

the frontline nurses project, Weil says this explicitly. The juxtaposition of the nurses and the SS 

would reveal the struggle against fascism to be a theological struggle much deeper than any 

political struggle. Against the ersatz religious inspiration of the SS, the nurses would be “inspired 

 
309 This is an admittedly shaky rumor, one designed to make Weil seem like a fascist sympathizer. It comes from an 
article written after the war by Maurice Gaït, a classmate of Weil’s and later Vichy official, and published in the far-
right tabloid Rivarol. Gaït claims that Weil approached him in Marseilles to discuss the nurses project, offering to 
nurse the Légion de voluntaires français contre le bolchévisme—a collaborationist paramilitary group volunteering 
with the Wehrmacht against the Red Army. Gaït says Weil “did not distinguish between the LVF and the 
[antifascist] international brigades,” meaning to imply Weil had ideological sympathies with the LVF. Even if we 
believe Gaït’s story, the nurses’ refusal to distinguish between friend and enemy would be a heightening of their 
contrast with the SS, not a diminishment of it. Maurice Gaït, “Simone Weil, Conscience-Conseil de La ‘France 
Libre’, Ne Distinguait Pas Entre Le L.V.F. et Les Brigades Internationales,” Rivarol, January 18, 1951. I owe 
Benjamin Braude for bringing this article to my attention, though our interpretations of it differ considerably. 
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by the spirit of total sacrifice,” “a religious inspiration” in excess of any definite church but 

conforming to what she elsewhere calls “true religion, the translation into different languages of 

the great Revelation”: God does not dominate (WOC IV.1 407, 291; SL 150, WFG 96).310 

“There are circumstances,” she writes, in which religious inspiration “is an even more important 

factor for victory than the purely military ones.” “Our enemies are driven on by an idolatry, a 

substitute for religious faith. It may be that our victory depends upon the presence among us of a 

corresponding inspiration, but authentic and pure.” This religious inspiration, she insists, must be 

“[expressed] in appropriate symbols… not in words but in deeds” WOC IV.1 407; SL 150). Only 

a religious defeat of fascism will suffice, and only if this religious antifascism is lived, if its 

governing theological signs shape individual and collective life. 

This means, for Weil, working upon the theological metaphor of the mystical body, away 

from the form it took around the thirteenth century and towards something different. Frederick 

Bauerschmidt argues that, at the dawn of the fifteenth century, Julian of Norwich intervened in 

the prevailing corpus mysticum theology with her Revelations of Divine Love. He reads Julian’s 

“mystical body politic” as standing against that of Christendom: 

“In contrast to the regulated body of christendom, which carefully purified itself 
from all contagion, eliminating from its geographical boundaries foreign bodies 
such as Jews and heretics and lepers, the body of Christ as Julian sees it has no 
specific territory that it must protect because its interior has been exteriorized 
through its rending on the cross. It is a body constantly in a state of transgression, 
a body that cannot control its boundaries, a body whose ‘interior’ has become a 
surface, a body that renders itself passive to forces acting upon it, and thus a 
passionate body dispossessed of any defense against its enemies, except the 
ultimate power of God’s weakness.”311 

 
310 I read Weil’s use of the word “sacrifice” here as contesting the concept in the same way The Need for Roots 
positioned a “true greatness” against “false greatness.” The nurse’s sacrifice directly opposes the pseudo-sacrifice of 
the SS man’s death in combat. The latter is, as Bataille would say, not a genuine sacrifice in that the SS man lays 
down his life to preserve something he values more—the will of the Führer, the glory of the nation, etc. Such a death 
exemplifies Weil’s “false greatness” by sacralizing glory, permanence, and power. The nurse’s death would be truly 
great and truly sacrificial, because she lays down her life for the other without expectation of return or reward, 
thereby imitating God’s self-renunciation. 
311 Bauerschmidt, Julian of Norwich and the Mystical Body Politic of Christ, 120. 
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I read Weil’s frontline nurses project as a similar intervention into the theological tradition of the 

corpus mysticum, and a similar effort to resist the mystical body of the God of force (for Weil, 

most purely expressed in the SS) with a counter-mystical body of the non-sovereign God 

“stripped of divinity.” After sending Schumann the nurses project proposal, Weil sends him 

another letter pleading for his help getting the plan off the ground. “In my present situation I 

cannot live,” she cries. “It very nearly makes me despair.” And she opens this letter with 

references to anathema sit and her ambivalent place in the body of Christ: “Though I am outside 

the Church or, more exactly, on the threshold, I can’t help feeling I really am within it” (EL 198; 

SL 155). The nurses project is not a way to resolve her standing in the corpus mysticum, but to 

stage a confrontation between two different representations of it. 

In L’Enracinement, Weil insists that the theological defeat of fascism must entail a 

transvaluation of the concept of “greatness.” She castigates the ostensibly antifascist nations for 

sharing the same valuation of greatness as the fascists. The Allied powers express shock and 

horror at the Nazi’s Führer-worship, baroque race theories, and conquest of Europe, yet all the 

while they whitewash their own genocidal national heroes, place their own “national interests” 

over the interests of others, and engage in their own brutal practices of colonial expansion and 

extraction.312 The fascists and their enemies, she writes, agree that to be great means to 

command, to dominate, to conquer, to stamp your mark upon history, to bend the world to your 

will. (Little has changed in the last century; as Scott Ritner points out, the United States is awash 

in statues and colossal monuments celebrating the “greatness” of enslavers, rapists, and 

genocidaires.313) A lasting defeat of fascism, Weil insists, requires “a total transformation of the 

 
312 As she says elsewhere, “For it is the conquests that threaten to subdue us that seem horrible; those that we 
achieve are always good and beautiful” (EPH 24; SE 102). 
313 Scott B. Ritner, “A Critique of Greatness,” Theory & Event 26, no. 2 (2023): 345–67. 
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meaning attached to greatness that [Hitler] should thereby be excluded from it.” (WOC V.2 293; 

NFR 224) 

The nurses corps would counter the false greatness embodied by the SS but valorized by 

all sides of the war with the true greatness of nonsovereignty and self-effacement. The contrast 

between the SS’s “will to power and destruction” and the nurses’ will to risk “the prolonged 

spectacle of wounds and agonies” for the sake of preserving others from harm would “represent 

as clearly as possible the two directions between which humanity today must choose” (EL 193; 

SL 151).314 This would be a conflict between two mystical bodies, one the endpoint of 

Christianity’s longstanding divinization of force and sovereignty, the other a retrieval of the 

“mystical” tradition of a self-renouncing God. It would stage with all the dramatic force of “the 

propaganda of action” that the struggle against fascism is a theological struggle, a struggle for 

the theological metaphors shaping political life. 

 
314 If we take Weil’s understanding of moral action as preserving the other from harm, then attention to the spectacle 
of agony might not seem like much of a moral act. But for her, as seen in her retelling of the Good Samaritan story, 
attention is the necessary precondition of any truly moral action. Without that initial moment of decreative attention, 
even as seemingly moral an act as giving bread to the starving is performed with the same “gesture… with which we 
buy an object. Almsgiving, when it is not supernatural, is like going shopping. It’s buying the afflicted” (WO 725; 
WFG 98). 
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Conclusion 

In October of 2018, just after I began my PhD, a group of about 160 people gathered in 

San Pedro, Honduras. Decades of US-backed political repression, the restructuring of local 

economies around resource extraction and export, and the worsening climate crisis wreaking 

floods, disease, drought, and famine, had made their homes no longer livable. So they began 

walking north.315 As they walked, more and more people in similarly desperate straits joined 

them. Their numbers grew to the thousands. With a midterm election coming up, an American 

media hungry for spectacle reported breathlessly on the “migrant caravan,” with rightwing 

sources like Fox News warning of a migrant “invasion.” 

The conservative Christian writer Rod Dreher captured the mood in a series of articles on 

what he called “the migrant horde” heading toward the US. What frightened Dreher was not so 

much the “unarmed invaders” themselves, but the specter of replacement they embodied. His 

articles wove together Central American migration to the US, North African and Middle Eastern 

migration to Europe, and declining birthrates across the Euro-American world to warn of an all-

encompassing threat to “Christian civilization.” Christendom was in the process of being 

replaced, he warned, by a human flood of non-Christian, non-European, non-white migration. 

“When, if ever, would lethal force be morally justified against unarmed invaders?”316 

I’ve restrained myself from drawing comparisons between today’s far right and the far 

right of the last century. Such comparisons tend to obscure more than they reveal. But my 

interest in theological critiques of fascism stems in large part from my growing horror at how the 

 
315 Stephanie Leutert, “How Climate Change Is Affecting Rural Honduras and Pushing People North,” Washington 
Post, October 28, 2021, https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/global-opinions/wp/2018/11/06/how-climate-
change-is-affecting-rural-honduras-and-pushing-people-north/. 
316 Rod Dreher, “America’s Camp Of The Saints Problem,” The American Conservative, October 22, 2018, 
https://www.theamericanconservative.com/america-camp-of-the-saints-problem-migrant-caravan/. 
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idea of “defending Christianity”—or defending “Christian civilization” or a “Christian nation”—

is being invoked, with more and more success, to justify an increasingly violent and authoritarian 

right across the Euro-American world. However coordinated or fractured it may be, the global 

far right shares common enemies: migrants, trans and queer people, Muslims, Jews, Black 

people. And it shares a common refrain: defending Christianity from extinction. “Christianity,” 

for the far right, names an intricate arrangement of religion, race, language, gender, sexuality, 

and political economy. Any threat to this arrangement, anything or anyone that signals 

difference, transformation, or transience, is an existential threat to be held back or controlled by 

any means necessary. 

This dissertation was born from a twofold desire: to understand the theology undergirding 

the will to preserve Christendom at all costs, and to explore other forms of theology that might 

undergird other responses to Christendom’s twilight. As I read, I discovered that these writers I 

had thought alongside for so long—writers who experimented with Christian theological 

language but who were themselves not always Christian, even sometimes violently opposed to 

Christianity—seemed to share my desire. Written during their own time in which the 

preservation of Christianity justified unspeakable horror, these writers strove to understand the 

theology that gave rise to and legitimized far right politics across the Euro-American world. And 

seeing these political movements as rooted in theology, they strove to resist them theologically, 

by creatively resignifying their legitimating theological signs like incarnation, salvation, 

crucifixion, and sacrament. 

Calls to preserve Christendom will only grow louder in the coming years. As Tad DeLay 

writes, with the climate crisis in mind, “We live at the start of the greatest migration there ever 
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has been or ever will be.”317 There has been no serious global effort to halt fossil fuel extraction, 

meaning the future will only bring more floods and droughts and famines and migration, 

meaning familiar forms of community will become more precarious and desperate, meaning calls 

for violence to ensure the preservation of the familiar—like Dreher’s plea to use “lethal force” 

against “unarmed invaders”—will become more convincing to more people.  

Theology’s task today is to call out the bankruptcy of such appeals to violence and to 

affirm the holiness of difference, transience, and vulnerability. Christianity begins with the claim 

that God stripped Godself of divinity, withdrew so as to make room for what is not God, and 

took on all the finitude and frailty of flesh and called it good. Echoing the renunciation of God 

means refusing the will to permanence. Rather than shoring up the fragments of the Christian 

West against ruin, we might instead ruin in us that which is opposed to ruin, staying open to the 

grace of being altered by what comes.  

So let the great and ancient words fall silent if they will. God’s word yet speaks.  

Listen. 

 
317 Tad DeLay, Future of Denial: The Ideologies of Climate Change (New York: Verso, 2024), 238. 
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…for Christ plays in ten thousand places, 
Lovely in limbs, and lovely in eyes not his 
To the Father through the features of men’s faces.  
—Gerard Manley Hopkins
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