
Atheism, A/theology and the Postmodern Condition

“Postmodernism” seems for all the world to religious believers as a continuation of 

Nietzsche by another means, the latest version of the idea that God is dead and everything is 

permitted.  It has been vigorously attacked by the Christian right as a diabolical enemy of 

religion, a frivolous scepticism that undermines the possibility of any absolute–God, truth, or 

morality–and leaves us exposed to the wolves of relativism.i  When Jean-François Lyotard 

described postmodernism as “incredulity toward grand narratives (grands récits),”ii to take a 

famous example, he pitted it against the consolations of religious faith in divine providence, in a 

God who keeps an omnipotent and omniscient watch over the world, working all things wisely 

and to the good, which must surely be the grandest of the old grand narratives.  We just do not 

believe that sort of thing any more, Lyotard thinks; the old faith has become unbelievable.

But while it is perfectly true that in some of its incarnations postmodernism makes life 

difficult for traditional believers, it is no less true that it complicates the life of modern atheism.  

For, as Jacques Derrida says, we must keep a watchful eye for “theological prejudices” not only 

in theology, where they are overt, but no less in “metaphysics in its entirety, even when it 

professes to be atheist.”iii  So Derrida warns us about the theologians of atheistic metaphysics!  

Theology reaches further than the divinity schools; it has to do with the very idea of a fixed 

center.  That is why, upon closer examination, postmodernism turns out to be not a particularly 

friendly environment for atheism either, not if atheism is a metaphysical or an otherwise fixed 

and decisive denial of God.  Thus a version of postmodern thinking has emerged recently that 

unnerves the religious right and a lot of secularizing postmodernists alike, neither of whom saw 

it coming, one that identifies “modernity” with “secularization” and sees in “post-modernity” an 
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opening to the “post-secular” and even to a “postmodern theology.”

Those complex interweavings are what I hope to sort out in what follows.

But first a word about the word–“postmodern.”  Originally coined in architecture to 

signify a mélange of modernism and historical citation, it was given philosophical currency by 

Lyotard in The Postmodern Condition.  Derrida himself rejects the word both because it suggests

an easy historical periodization and something anti-Enlightenment instead of a new 

Enlightenment, a continuation of the Enlightenment by another means.iv  For better or for worse 

the word has established itself, and while we can agree that it has been beaten senseless by 

overuse, we can for the purposes of this study locate its strictly philosophical content in a cluster 

of three ideas: (1) the affirmation of radical and irreducible pluralism (of what Lyotard calls 

“paganism”); (2) the rejection of an over-arching, metaphysical or foundational schema (of what 

Lyotard calls “monotheism” and Derrida calls “theology”); (3) a suspicion of fixed binary 

categories that describe rigorously separable regions (typically characteristic of “structuralism”v).

(1) Although the American historian and philosopher of science Thomas Kuhn had 

nothing to do personally with the movement, Kuhn’s seminal idea of scientific change as a series

of  holistic switches among “incommensurable” paradigms that resist one-to-one comparison is 

highly congenial to postmodern ways of thinking.  This shows up in the use of Kuhn’s ideas by 

Richard Rorty,vi the foremost American philosopher associated with the postmodern style of 

thinking.  By the same token, Wittgenstein’s theory of an irreducible complex of “language 

games,” which is also important to Rorty, was also adapted by Lyotard.  (Generally speaking, as 

a philosophical idea, French and Franco-American postmodern thought corresponds to what in 

Anglo-America is called “non-foundationalism.”)

(2)  Hegel is no doubt the high water mark of modern “metaphysics” for postmodernists.  

2



Postmodernists share Hegel’s critique of Enlightenment rationality as an abstract and ahistorical 

principle in favor of the complex, concrete rationality of social existence (Sittlichkeit); and they 

are (like Derrida) impressed enough by Hegel to look for ways to read Hegel against the grain.  

But in the end they see the Hegelian critique of the Enlightenment as one form of modernism 

being criticized by another.  Like Kierkegaard before them–in this regard Kierkegaard is the first 

postmodernist–they reject Hegel’s idea of absolute knowledge, of history and nature as the 

unfolding of a single absolute principle making its way through time and space.  From an 

epistemological point of view they are, as Lyotard says, “incredulous” about such an 

overreaching meta-narrative, but from an ethical point of view they view it as obscene, since it is

implicated in finding some sort of rationale for “Auschwitz,” taken both as the historical reality 

and an emblem for genocide, for any “unthinkable” evil.

(3)  Inasmuch as Hegelian metaphysics is premised upon a logic of opposition, of 

categories that contradict and mutually exclude each other (like “being” and “non-being”), the 

reconciliation of which generates the movement of dialectical logic (“becoming”), postmodern 

thinkers set about eroding such neat binary oppositions to begin with, thus preventing dialectical 

logic from ever engaging its gears of reconciliation in the first place.  This strategy was put forth 

in 1962 by Gilles Deleuze in his Nietzsche book, who seeing that simply to oppose Hegel is grist 

for the mill of dialectics, which turns on a logic of opposition,vii formulated a logic of difference. 

The model for this is found in de Saussure’s account of linguistic difference.  Signifiers function 

just in virtue of the discernible difference, the phonic and graphic “space” or “play” between 

“signifiers.”  Thus the differences among ring/sing/king are discernible and significant, but not 

binary or contradictory, and neither require nor inspire any reconciliation. 

While the postmodern critique of these assumptions produces results that are very 
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antagonistic to traditional religious beliefs, the results are no less damaging for the atheistic 

critique of religion, which is why Derrida warns us about the theology of atheistic metaphysics.  

In fact, classical atheism comes under fire on all three points.  (1) Given a plurality of 

incommensurable discourses, there is nothing to stop religious discourse from reasserting its 

rights as an irreducible discursive form against nineteenth century modernist critiques of 

religion, a point made by Wittgenstein among others.viii  (2) Given the demise of sweeping 

metaphysical meta-narratives, the simple atheistic dissolution or dogmatic reduction of religion 

to one big idea like the sigh of the oppressed (Marx), a psychotic fantasy (Freud) or the 

resentment of the weak against the strong (Nietzsche) is sheer overreaching.  (3)  Finally, the 

doubt thrown by postmodernists upon binary pairs, which affects theological oppositions like 

God/world, soul/body, or eternity/time, has no less an erosive effect upon any clean distinction 

between theism and atheism or the religious and the secular.  The characteristic postmodern 

move is made in what Mark C. Taylor calls “a/theology,” something situated on the slash 

between theism and atheism, in a space of undecidability before things are definitively settled 

one way or the other, in the milieu in which any such decision can be made.ix

Whence the dilemma of theism/atheism in a postmodern setting.  “Modernity” is marked 

by a strict sense of boundaries–the rigorous discriminations in Kant’s three critiques are 

exemplary of modernity in this regard–in which religious faith is cordoned off as something 

subjective, not objective, private not public, and finally reduced to something irrational or devoid

of cognitive worth, the effect of which is summarized under the notion of “secularization,” the 

disenchantment of the world, in Max Weber’s phrase.  But the post-modern view of things is to 

distrust such neat borders.  So if modernity culminates in a decisive “death of God,” in “the end 

of an illusion,” then post-modernists expose the “illusion of the end,” the end of big stories about
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the end, the death of the death of God.  But then the question is, if postmodernists make trouble 

for both religious belief and antireligious disbelief, where does that leave us?

*   *   *

The place to start in any account of the fortunes of God in postmodern thought is 

Friedrich Nietzsche’s notion of the “death of God,”x for Nietzsche more than anyone else is 

responsible for the atheistic side of postmodern thought.  In the narrowest sense, Nietzsche was 

referring to what Kierkegaard complained about under the term “Christendom:” in the 

increasingly secular and bourgeois world of the nineteenth century, religious faith had become, 

or was fast becoming –the statement was as much predictive as descriptive– moribund.  

Kierkegaard and Nietzsche are the two nineteenth century background figures of contemporary 

postmodern thought, which is why it (like Existentialism before it) has both religious and 

antireligious versions.  Of this great event Nietzsche will have been the prophet.  But as with 

most prophecies, the results have been uneven.  While something like that might be happening in

western Europe, nothing of the sort has happened in the United States, not to mention South 

America, the middle east, Asia, Africa or in the post-Soviet eastern bloc.  Sociologists who wrote

about the “secularization” of America in the 1960s were soon sent scurrying back to the drawing 

board to write about its “desecularization.”xi 

More broadly, the death of God meant the demise of the “ascetical ideal,” of belief in any

sort of absolute center or unshakable foundation.  This ideal includes only theology but also 

metaphysics, and not only metaphysics but also physics, which is also an “interpretation,” and 

even grammar (we shall not be rid of God until we are rid of grammar).xii  That is what Derrida 

meant when he spoke of the “theology” of atheistic metaphysics, which turns on the 

“theological” idea of an absolute center–even if the center is physics or grammar, both of which 
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are menaced by a thinly disguised theological absolutism.  To be sure, this very Nietzschean 

critique of God (of metaphysical theology) provides an opening for post-metaphysical religion, 

for by denying metaphysical knowledge, Nietzsche (like Kant) unavoidably makes room for 

faith.  In the place of anything absolute and a priori Nietzsche himself put a kind of animal faith 

in fictions (hypotheses) that we produce to promote and enhance life, to push the drive to life 

(conatus essendi), the “will-to-power,” to ever new heights.  Each thing has its own drive or local

force–its “perspective”–and the world is a multiplicity of competing perspectives.  Ideas do not 

have “truth” but “value,” that is, an effectiveness that is measured by their capacity to enhance 

life.  The idea of “God” is a spent perspective, an idea once vital–it played a role in disciplining 

the will–that has turned inward and become destructive (“bad conscience”), life-denying, a 

longing for death and another world outside the strife of time and corporeality.

Insofar as we fail to recognize that the Platonic-Christian idea of God is a decadent 

perspective, a value that has lost all value, nihilism (the devaluation of all values) reigns.  

Nietzsche’s prescription is an active nihilism, the active destruction of the preachers of death, in 

order to permit the joyous affirmation of becoming and bodily life in the very face of its 

mutability.  Nietzsche is indeed a strident “atheist” and a prophet of the death of God, if that 

means the God of Paul and Augustine, of Luther and Calvin, which are morbid expressions of 

death and decay.  But as a perspectivist he is not an atheist about the gods of Greek and Roman 

mythology, or even about a warlike tribal Yahweh, which are for him so many healthy fictions, 

ways that ancient poets have invented to honor the earth and give thanks for life.  Indeed 

Nietzsche’s entire thought is emblematized under the name of a god–Dionysus–whom he 

opposes to “The Crucified.”

Nietzsche’s point about God, grammar and the ascetic ideal may be seen in the work of 
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Gilles Deleuze’s philosophy of sheer becoming, of the “plane of immanence.”  When we say 

“it’s raining” do not be seduced by grammar into positing some “it” that is the subject of the 

action; do not separate the doer from the deed.  To adhere rigorously to the plane of immanence 

thus is to affirm the “univocity of being” (Scotus) as a play of differences (Nietzsche) of 

infinitely varying intensities, of surfaces without depth.  Philosophy must avoid the illusion of 

positing some transcendent point beneath difference that stabilizes becoming, like a substance, or

above difference which imposes difference upon some indifferent substrate below, like God, or 

that produces differences as mental constructs, as in epistemological representationalism, or as 

systemic effects of the opposing signifiers, as in structuralism.  Those are just so many variations

on the idea of a stabilizing center.  Becoming demands not transcendent explanations, like God 

or mind, but transcendental ones, cultivated immanently from within the “events” or differences 

themselves.  However, Deleuze adds a twist: we can willingly embrace the illusionary link of 

God and grammar with our eyes wide open, miming it and enjoying the play of simulacra.  Our 

age has “discovered theology” as “the science of non-existing entities” which animate language 

and give our lives a buzz or glow, like reading Alice in Wonderland.xiii 

*   *   *

The pivotal figure for any discussion of God in the twentieth century continental thought 

is Martin Heidegger, whose project of “overcoming metaphysics”stakes out the space within 

which twentieth century continental thought takes place.  In his early writings, culminating in 

Being and Time (1927), Heidegger constructed an existential ontology which is a “formalization”

of both Aristotle’s man of practical wisdom (Nichomachean Ethics) and the early Christian 

experience of time contained in the Pauline letters.  In this ontology, Heidegger said, we must 

practice a “methodological atheism,”xiv a systematic suspension or epoche of the data of 
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revelation and faith in God, in order to isolate the formal structure of the “factical life” of 

Dasein.  While the account of “authentic Dasein” in Being and Time is drawn from a reading of 

Paul, Augustine and Kierkegaard, Heidegger insists that it is methodologically neutral, providing

an existential ontological ground on whose basis one may make the “ontic” choice either for or 

against God, or immortalty, or a particular ethical ideal.  The latter are matters to be decided by 

each existing individual, not by a formal ontology.

In his later writings, Heidegger shifts to the point of view of what he calls the “history of 

Being.”  Being was originarily illuminated for but a moment in the “early Greek” (Presocratic) 

experience embodied in words of elemental power like logos, physis and aletheia and then 

gradually occluded by the rising tide of metaphysics.  In metaphysics, the “subject” represents an

“object” (Gegenstand), which is a latent tendency of Greek and medieval metaphysics that 

awoke explicitly in Descartes and modernity.  Accordingly, eighteenth century “onto-theo-logic,”

a science of God as the causa sui (like Pascal’s “the God of the philosophers”), is a typically 

modern creation in which God is already as good as dead.  Metaphysics is finally unleashed in all

its fury in the essence of contemporary technology, in which the world and human being itself 

have become the raw material (Bestand) for the technological domination of the earth.  

Technology brings to completion what Nietzsche’s called the “death of God” and “nihilism,” 

now redefined as the time of need in which Being has been emptied of its true power.  To this 

state of extreme depletion and oblivion, Heidegger opposes the possibility of another beginning.  

This he characterizes in terms of a new coming of the “holy” and the gods, so that an “atheism” 

about the God of onto-theo-logic (metaphysics) is in fact closer to the “truly divine God,” by 

which he means dwelling poetically as mortals, upon the earth, under the skies and before the 

gods, a portrait drawn chiefly from the poetry of Hölderlin.xv
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By the death of God, then, Heidegger understands the technological darkening of the 

earth, and by the return of the holy a purely poetic experience that is closer to German 

Romanticism than to Biblical faith.  About the God of the Jewish and Christian Scriptures one 

could observe a perfect “atheism” were one so minded, declaring this God to be part and parcel 

of the history of metaphysical oblivion, as secular Heideggerians do.  But by the same token, 

what the later Heidegger says about language, meditative thinking, the holy, and overcoming 

onto-theology, is so evocative that Derrida was able to construct a fictional dialogue of Christian 

theologians with the later Heidegger, in which the theologians confess that this is just what they 

have been saying all along.xvi

*   *   *

Heidegger’s most strident critic is Emmanuel Levinas, whose thought is mobilized 

around a massive critique of “ontology,” the paradigmatic representatives of which are Hegel and

Heidegger.  Levinas’s critique is cast–contra Heidegger–in language that has such an 

unmistakably biblical resonance that it occasioned Dominique Janicaud to complain about the 

“theological turn” it precipitated in French phenomenology.xvii  By ontology Levinas understood 

a thinking that remains “riveted” to Being, trapped inside the categories of being, almost 

claustrophobically, against which he posed the necessity to “escape” by thinking what is 

“otherwise than being.”xviii  “Being” means the brutal order of reality, the way things are done in 

the world (paganism), what he and Nietzsche following Spinoza called the conatus essendi.  But 

what is “otherwise than Being” is the Good, epekeinas tes ousias, although definitely not in the 

strictly Platonic sense of an eternal transcendent metaphysical structure, in a world beyond this 

world, about which Levinas was as atheistic as Nietzsche.

By the Good he means something rather more Kantian than Platonic, the ought rather 
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than the is; but all this is developed with a markedly Biblical tone.  Because God hides his face 

from us, we are turned to the face of the neighbor, which is marked by the trace of the withdrawn

God, who is said to be “wholly other” (tout autre).  Now the perplexing thing about Levinas is 

how closely his thought approaches what might be called a “death of God theology.”xix   Like 

Kant’s Enlightenment critique of religion, Levinas thinks that religion is ethics and the rest is 

superstition.xx  God is nothing more than the very order that orders us to the neighbor.  To turn to 

God is to be returned to the neighbor.  God is the law, the moral order of things, a kind of ordo 

ordinans, but not a being outside time and space, lest God be “contaminated” by being.  God is 

an imperative issued from the depths of the face of the neighbor, but God is neither being itself 

nor some sort of higher being or person beyond the persons and beings we encounter in reality 

(being).  Our being turned to God (à-Dieu) is our being returned to the neighbor and that is all 

the God there is.  God commands but God does not exist.  About the separate and supreme being 

of classical theology, Levinas (the most theological resource of postmodern thinkers) is no less 

than Nietzsche (their most anti-theological resource) an atheist.

*   *   *

Things certainly do not get less complicated with Jacques Derrida, who is to all 

appearances a secularized Jew, a leftist intellectual, who thinks that religion is a neurosis, and 

who says of himself that he “rightly passes for an atheist.”xxi  But it is in Derrida, more than in 

any other postmodern figure, that the undecidability between theism and atheism is the most 

intense and the distinction the most porous and unstable.  For Derrida says that he prays all the 

time; he speaks of his faith in the pure “messianic” and of a “religion without religion;” and he 

adds that, while he “rightly passes” for an atheist, he has no way to know if he really is one.

In his earlier writings Derrida criticized the idea of God as a dream of plenitude, of 
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“presence without difference” that brings the “play of signifiers” to rest in an absolute 

foundation, as an attempt to find refuge in “the encyclopedic protection of theology.”  All this 

seems to implicate his critique of the “metaphysics of presence” in religious skepticism and 

perhaps outright atheism.xxii  At the very same time, Derrida was being accused of (or 

congratulated for) being a negative theologian.  When he described différance as itself neither a 

word nor a concept, but the quasi-transcendental condition of possibility of words and concepts, 

that sounded to some a lot like the deus absconditus of negative theology.  Both implications are 

incorrect.  Différance withdraws from view not because it is a being beyond being (hyperousios),

or a Godhead beyond God, in the manner of classical negative theology.xxiii  It is elusive not 

because it is transcendent but because it is transcendental condition of possibility, a Bedingung 

not a Ding, a quo not a quod, a neutral condition which makes it possible either to affirm, deny 

or withhold judgment about a God.  But, please note, it is a quasi-transcendental (not a new 

metaphysical center), which means it makes these things possible in just such a way as to see to 

it that whatever we say on behalf of or against God, we may have to unsay.  Hence, our atheism 

may be inhabited from within by theological assurances and our theology may be a disguised 

form of atheism.  In short, there is no negative ontological argument against God implied 

in différance nor is différance to be confused with God.

In his later writings, in which Derrida spoke of the affirmation of the “undeconstructible,”

deconstruction began to look like itself a certain kind of a/theological religion.  In a now famous 

1989 talk at the Cardozo Law School he made a distinction between the law, which is a 

contingent, positive, historical construction and hence deconstructible (revisable, repealable), 

and justice in itself, which, if there is a such a thing, is not deconstructible.xxiv  Without this 

revisability, the law would be an unyielding tyrant.  So being able to deconstruct a law is a 
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condition of its justice while justice is that undeconstructible affirmative something in the light 

of which laws get deconstructed.  Justice if there is such a thing (s’il y en a) is not 

deconstructible.  In a sense, there never is justice, since whatever is, is a conditioned positive 

law, and justice is what we desire, not what exists.  Like Levinas’s God, justice calls but justice 

does (quite) exist, except insofar as it acquires the force of law in those deconstructible things we

call more-or-less-just (positive) laws.  

After 1989, Derrida analyzed a series of undeconstructible structures: the gift and 

forgiveness, hospitality and friendship, and most notably the “democracy to come.”  

Furthermore, the name of God, hitherto criticized as a “theological” term, the absolute center, the

show-stopper that arrests the play of signifiers and brings discourse to a full stop, a full presence,

a “transcendental signified,”xxv is taken as the name of a desire beyond desire, of a memory and a

promise, a self-effacing name that tries to erase its own trace, and is as such precisely un-

arrestable.  The name of God evokes endless substitution and translation, and is caught up in 

ineradicable undecidability.  When the Scripture says that God is love, we will never know 

whether that means that love is the best name we have for God or that God is the best name we 

have for love, the latter being the “atheistic” position taken by Luce Irigaray, who often casts her 

accounts of love in the attributes of religion and divinity.xxvi

When Derrida was asked why he says he “rightly passes” for an atheist instead of 

(simply!) saying “I am” an atheist, he said it is because he does not know.xxvii  By this he did not 

mean that he is personally confused about what he thinks.  He meant, first of all, that there is 

always a number of competing voices within the self that says “I” believe or “I” do not believe, 

some of which are unconscious, so that we never achieve that kind of self-identity and self-

transparency required by a simple egological assertion.  We never know to what extent our belief
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or disbelief is a disguised form either of its opposite or of some third thing.  But beyond that 

point of self-questioning, he meant that the object of radical affirmation, the undeconstructible, is

subject to an undecidable fluctuation and an open-ended future, a certain promise/threat in virtue 

of which we have no way to monitor the real distance between an “atheist” who affirms the 

justice to come and a religious believer who affirms the coming of a messianic age.  Derrida 

distinguished the structural “messianic,” an indeterminate affirmation of the “to come” (à venir), 

from the determinate belief systems of the concrete messianisms, like Christianity, which awaits 

the second coming of Jesus.  The structural messianic is built into deconstruction as the 

affirmation of the undeconstructible, which gives deconstruction the formal structure of a certain 

religion without (concrete, confessional) religion.  The operative distinction therefore in 

deconstruction is not between theism and atheism, but between determinate and indeterminate 

objects of affirmation, the words “theism” or “atheism” being rather too simple to describe what 

is going on.xxviii  That is why, when asked about the “death of God,” Derrida said he does not 

believe in the simple death of anything.xxix

*   *   *

The permutations of which postmodern thought is capable are also strikingly illustrated 

by the paradox of the theological form atheism assumed in the 1960s and thereafter, principally 

in the Anglo-American world.xxx  In “death of God theology,” in which we recognize a certain 

continuation of Feuerbach’s “transformational criticism” of Hegel, the perplexing idea is to 

produce, not a simple atheism in the manner of a David Hume or Bertrand Russell, but an 

atheistic theology, one with historical roots in theology itself.  By this was meant an analysis of 

how the transcendence of God had become immanent in the world, so that the secular world 

could be sounded in terms of echoes left behind by the “dead” or immanentized God, for which 
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one would required a theological ear.

The British version of the movement was marked by the appearance of Bishop John 

Robinson’s best seller Honest to God , which begins with citations of Paul Tillich, Dietrich 

Bonhoeffer and Rudolph Bultmann.  For Robinson, following Tillich, the Christian is today 

called upon to recognized that God is neither a being “up there” (pre-Copernican astronomy) nor 

something “out there” (metaphysical transcendence).  God is here amidst the joys and trials of 

human life, in the very ground of our being, the only real atheist being one who denies that life 

has depth and seriousness.xxxi  The movement’s most sophisticated philosophical expression is the

“theological non-realism” of Don Cupitt.  For Cupitt, the word “God” does not pick out either 

Tillich’s ground of being or some entity in reality who answers to that name but instead 

constitutes a “focus imaginarius,” as George Pattison puts it, around which the strictly human 

project of autonomously configuring our spiritual values may be organized.  In his later writings, 

under the influence of Derrida, Cupitt gravitated away from the language of an autonomous 

human subject as too modernist a formulation and adopted instead the postmodern, 

deconstructionist idea of a disseminated subject.xxxii

The same shift from a modernist to a postmodernist version of death of God theology, 

again under the influence of Derrida, can also be found in the United States. The best known of 

the older atheistic theologies in the United States is Thomas J. J. Altizer’s The Gospel of 

Christian Atheism,xxxiii which follows Hegel’s view that the Jewish God is an alien and pure being

(the religion of the Father) which is first negated by the Incarnation (the Religion of the Son) and

then superceded when the empirical reality of the Son (Jesus) breaks up (the Crucifixion) in 

order that the divine principle may be distributed among everyone (the post-Easter religion of the

Spirit).  While Hegel regarded Christianity as a picture story (Vorstellung), like a series of stained
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windows, of a conceptual truth that could be stated only in the metaphysics of absolute idealism, 

Alitzer holds in some more literal way that in an act of divine self-sacrifice, God abdicated 

transcendence, became flesh in Christ and died on the cross, making purchase upon an 

unspecified “apocalyptic future.”  The baffling thing is that Altizer rejects both the Hegelian 

explanation that Christianity is simply a picture story needing to be demythologized by 

philosophy and the distinctions introduced by orthodox theology that the Son underwent a death 

in his human but not in his divine nature.

Altizer’s position was criticized and reworked by Mark C. Taylor in the light of 

deconstruction.  Taylor argued that Altizer was serving up another version of the metaphysics of 

presence, a dialectical presence/absence system in which everything is either simply dead or 

alive, simply absent or present, in which total death is the purchase price of “total presence.”  In 

Erring: An A/theology (1984), the book that was for many the first introduction of the work of 

Derrida into theology, Taylor describes deconstruction as the “hermeneutics of the death of 

God,” by which he meant not the black-or-white modernist dialectics of Altizer but the nuanced 

undecidability of the “a/theological,” in which the clean distinction between the theological and 

the atheistic is disrupted.  Taylor’s critique of Altizer is a parallel to the way a Deleuzian would 

describe as still too theological (or modernist) Robinson’s Tillichian affirmation of the depth or 

ground of being, where even if God is no longer transcendent, God is still being deployed as a 

way to stabilize becoming, as a grounding center of our being.

But Taylor was in turn criticized for failing to adhere rigorously to the demands of 

“a/theological” program, for not maintaining the slash, or undecidability, between theology and 

atheism, and for simply allowing the theological to dissipate without remainder in a world of 

random play and bottomless chessboards.xxxiv  Taylor has gone on to write creatively about art, 

15



architecture, and the revolution in information technologies, about everything it seems except 

religion (since, on his thesis, religion is present where it is not) and consequently to be read less 

and less by people who are interested in religion where it actually is present.  Taylor’s use of 

deconstruction in theology was guided largely by a certain reading of Derrida that was dominant 

in the United States in the 1960s and 1970s whereas recent work on deconstruction and religion 

takes its lead from Derrida’s writings in the last two decades of his life.  There deconstruction is 

described in terms not of the endless play of signifiers but of an affirmation of the impossible, of 

a desire beyond desire for the undeconstructible, so that deconstruction is structured like a 

certain faith or religion without religion.xxxv

The “secular theology” of Charles Winquist was associated with the early death of God 

movement, but in seizing upon the idea of “theological desire” in his later writings Winquist 

entered into an interesting alliance with Deleuze and the later post-Erring deployment of 

deconstruction in theology.xxxvi  Gianni Vattimo, who earlier had been tracing the hermeneutics 

of nihilism or of the death of God, in his recent writings has come to see in the break up of the 

God of the old onto-theology a new life for Christianity as the religion of love, peace and justice 

on earth, on the basis of which Vattimo has entered into a dialogue with Rorty’s idea of 

democratic hope.xxxvii

*   *   *

The most recent chapter in the story of postmodern atheism is found in a reaction against 

the specific postmodern tendencies I have singled out.  Slavoj Zizek complains that 

postmodernism is a kind of permissiveness in which anything is possible under the rubrics of 

identity politics, political correctness, liberalism or capitalism.  One of its most deplorable 

developments, he says, is the return of religion–not only fundamentalist religion and New Age 
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religion, but even the religion without religion to be found within deconstruction itself and hence

the whole idea of “post-secularism” that we have been discussing.xxxviii  As an atheist, a Leninist 

and a Lacanian, Zizek warns that the best way to combat all this obscurantism (religion) is not to 

attack it frontally but to employ the kind of Trojan horse strategy found in Alain Badiou’s 

reading of St. Paul, which infiltrates the religious camp and boldly affirms the lineage from 

Christianity to Marxism.  Zizek sees Badiou’s defense of Christianity again its postmodern 

corruptions as a model for the radical left, which must defend a hardy and radical Marxist-

Leninism against its wimpish liberal humanist corruption.  Badiou’s St. Paul exhibits, albeit in a 

strictly formal way, all the marks of a militant Marxist: personally galvanized by a singular life-

transforming event, Paul sets out with apostolic zeal to declare its truth, undertaking a world 

wide mission to turn that singular event into a universal truth.  For whatever is true is true for 

everyone, Greek or Jew, master or slave, male or female.  Of course, Badiou’s point is that Paul’s

truth (the Resurrection) is a pure fable, that Paul is telling the (Marxist) truth in a mystified 

manner.  In his own work Zizek dialogues with Christian orthodoxy, both the older one of G. K. 

Chesterton and the more recent “radical orthodoxy” of John Milbank.  Militant Christian 

orthodoxy is vastly to be preferred to deconstruction’s religion without religion, as decision is to 

be preferred to undecidability, as substance to froth, as firmly affirmed truth to historical 

relativism, as real faith to skeptical dilly-dallying.  As in Hegel and Feuerbach, Christianity is the

real truth but in mythological form, and it needs only to clear its head with a few sessions on the 

couch with Lacan and a stirring speech by Lenin about the need to be hard, with whose help the 

theistic myth can be demythologized into concrete social truth.  But as critical of postmodernism 

and deconstruction as Badiou and Zizek are, they do not challenge the postmodernist claim that 

religion and atheism communicate with each other and share a common form of life.
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*   *   *

Taken in strictly philosophical terms, postmodernism is a sustained attempt to displace a 

fixed categorial opposition of theism and atheism, to make trouble for both traditional religious 

faith and modern atheism.  Postmodernists identify the ways these opposites turn on a common 

structure and explore the possibility of a certain region or even an affirmation that is indifferent 

to the difference between the theistic and the atheistic, or the religious and the secular.  If critics 

like Zizek think this arises from an anemic refusal to make decisions, thinkers like Derrida seem 

inspired by a kind of “learned ignorance,” believing that we are not hard-wired to some 

metaphysical verity, hesitating–in the name of peace–before making determinate and militant 

declarations of belief or unbelief.  They are moved, I think, by a hope or suspicion that there 

might be some other possibility (Derrida’s “perhaps,” peut-être), something a/theological, 

beneath or beyond this dichotomy, some hidden future that is concealed from all of us today.xxxix

John D. Caputo

Thomas J. Watson Professor of Religion and Humanities

Syracuse University
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