Cambridge University Press

0521657083 - Barth, Derrida and the Language of Theology
Graham Ward

Frontmatter

More information

This study offers a new and original analysis of the problem
of religious language. Taking as its starting point Karl
Barth’s doctrine of analogy, it places this doctrine within
the context of German Sprache and Rede philosophies and
reveals the historical links between them and the work of
the philosophers Emmanuel Levinas and Jacques Derrida.
Drawing out the parallels between this work and Barth’s
insights into the language of theology, it concludes that
Barth’s doctrine of analogy is a theological reading of
Derrida’s economy of différance.

This important contemporary interpretation of Karl
Barth reveals his closeness to postmodern thinking and
underlines his relevance to current debates on the language
of theology. It will be of interest to those studying both
general questions of theology and language and the parti-
cular relationship between theology and postmodernism.
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For
Mary, Rachel and David

We walk by the sea-shore
holding firmly in our hands
the two ends of an antique dialogue
— do_you love me?
— I love you.
Zbigniew Herbert
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Preface to the furst paperback edition

Since this book was first published the debates concerning, on
the one hand, Karl Barth’s relationship to postmodernism and,
on the other, Jacques Derrida as a homo religiosis have continued.
While academics like Walter Lowe, Garrett Green and Isolde
Andrews have been investigating the affinities between Barth and
Derrida, others, like William Stacy Johnston, have been exam-
ining Barth’s postmodern foundations. Meanwhile Jacques
Derrida has continued to write about theological discourse, most
importantly, in his examination of prayer and confession in
Circumfession: Fifty-nine Periods and Periphrases (1991, translation
1993), in his analysis of Angelus Silesius’s work in Sauf le nom
(1993), in his enquiry into the differences between teleology and
eschatology in Spectres of Marx (1993, translation 1994) and in his
long essay Foi et savoir: les deux sources de la ‘religion’ aux limites de la
simple raison (1996). Derrida’s preoccupation with explicit theo-
logical themes has been accompanied by a number of signifi-
cant theological interpretations of Derrida’s work, by John
Caputo and William Dean in the United States, and Rico Sneller
in Holland. The University of Villanova has staged one impor-
tant conference, in 1997, at which Derrida spoke directly to
theologians. Its success has led to plans for a second conference
in 1999. Meanwhile, there have also been spirited theological
attacks both on Derrida’s work, most notably by Catherine
Pickstock, and the work of those attempting to read Barth
through Derrida, most notably by Bruce McCormack.
Reading and evaluating this material, and being involved in
various seminars here, in Holland and in the United States, has
caused me to see more clearly what my question was concern-

xvil
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xviii Preface to the first paperback edition

ing the relationship between Karl Barth and Jacques Derrida
with respect to the language of theology. It has also enabled me
to understand how some of the misconceptions critics had about
my thesis have arisen. For it ¢ a misconception to interpret this
book as either providing Barth with a philosophical foundation
for his theology, or suggesting that Derrida’s examination of
différance offers a basis for a natural theology. Différance installs a
theological question and it does so necessarily according to
Derrida. That is the important point. Negative theology, in its
many guises, most clearly exemplarises the economy of diférance.
Barth’s own self-critical, dialectical discourse constitutes a form
of negative theology — a form which develops out of the theologia
cructs tradition of the Reformation. This form of negative the-
ology, like deconstruction, is also affirmative. So, for Barth, a
theologia crucis promises also a theologia resurrectionis. But, and this
is the important but, God is not différance for Derrida; and Barth’s
self-critical, dialectical discourse (which I examine in terms of
différance) only participates in the unfolding and dissemination of
God’s Word on the basis of analogia fidet which is, more explic-
itly, an analogy of relations with respect to Christ. Nevertheless,
what this cross-examination of two voices — a philosophical voice
which fights shy of investigating the theological questions it raises
and a theological voice which fights shy of engaging with the
philosophical issues it cannot avoid — suggests is a new approach
to philosophical theology; an approach that would be both philo-
sophically radical and yet theologically orthodox.

Graham Ward
Peterhouse
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