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Chapter 1

Jean-Luc Marion’s Reading of Dionysius the
Areopagite: Hermeneutics and Reception History
Johannes Zachhuber

The aim of this essay is to elucidate Jean-Luc Marion’s reading of the
fifth-century theologian known as Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite.1 This
has been done before,2 but it seems to me that existing studies leave room
for further investigation. Specifically, I contend that Marion’s interpretation of Dionysius’s thought, in order to be properly understood, needs to
be placed within the context of the latter’s reception history. I shall argue
that such a focus on reception history, which is both the foundation of
individual engagements with a text and their product, integrates creative
and receptive aspects of reading better than the notion of an ahistorical
encounter between a contemporary reader and a 1500-year-old text.
In order to develop this argument, I shall start with some remarks about
the ambiguities of the modern idea of reading past texts. From those I shall
move on to consider Marion’s engagement with the Dionysian corpus and
argue in the third and final part of this paper that (and how) a consideration of the historical context of Marion’s interpretation can help elucidate
his appropriation of those Patristic texts for a remarkable and, for all its
internal tensions, immensely fruitful theological project.

Reading – A Modern Ambiguity
Reading has become for us a personal and even intimate experience: when
we read we are alone with a book. This, at least, is what we wish to believe.
Ever since people became accustomed to silent reading, in the late Middle
Ages,3 much of its fascination appears to have resided in the private world
constituted solely by the interaction between the reader and the text. And
while it has remained deeply controversial just how much either side contributes to this world, the fact as such of an individual world created in the
encounter between reader and text and jointly inhabited by them possesses
sufficient intuitive plausibility to make us speak without hesitation of
modern or postmodern ‘readings’ of Patristic texts, thus indicating that the
result of the reader–text interaction tells us at least as much about the
individuality of the interpreter as it does about the object of their study.
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There are, of course, famous intruders into that intimacy, the most
notorious perhaps being the author. True, there is a veritable hermeneutical
tradition for which the real and ultimate intimacy the reader aims at
through their engagement with a text is not at all with the text itself, but
with the person who wrote it. Thus Friedrich Schleiermacher’s hermeneutics
moves from the grammatical to the psychological; for him, understanding a
text ultimately means understanding another individual human being.4
Most twentieth-century commentators, however, have dismissed this as
an unduly romantic notion. Hans-Georg Gadamer, for example, in his
discussion of Schleiermacher’s hermeneutics in Truth and Method,
categorically stated that his theory of ‘psychological understanding’ will
be left to one side: we seek to understand a text, after all, not a person.5
One might ask though whether such a protestation is not in a sense
even more romantic in that it seeks to exclude a potential invader from
the privacy of the reading experience, which thus becomes ever more
strictly a matter between just the text and the reader.
Another intruder is the concept of an objective, transtextual content,
spirit or mere ‘meaning’ that reading is supposed to discover. We find this
idea in Karl Barth’s famous reflections in the preface to his commentary
on Romans:
When an investigation is rightly conducted, boulders composed of fortuitous
or incidental or merely historical conceptions ought to disappear almost
entirely. The Word ought to be exposed in the words. Intelligent comment
means that I am driven on till I stand with nothing before me than the enigma
of the matter: till the document seems hardly to exist as a document; till
I have almost forgotten that I am not its author; till I know its author so
well that I allow him to speak in my name and am even able to speak in his
name myself.6

The idea of intimacy looms large here – Barth evidently thinks of long and
arduous hours spent at his desk in Safenwil trying to penetrate the difficult
texture of Paul’s most theological letter. And, as in Schleiermacher, the
ultimate aim is to create a common universe by destroying the text as such,
or at least by making it redundant. The signs of the text point to something
else, and it is this ‘something’ that is of interest: not the letter that killeth,
but the spirit that giveth life (2 Cor. 3.6). The spirit for Barth is the divine
spirit, which Paul sought to capture in his work and with which every
theologian needs to wrestle:
My whole energy of interpreting has been expended in an endeavour to see
through and beyond history into the spirit of the Bible, which is the Eternal
Spirit.7
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Ultimately, both Schleiermacher and Barth presuppose that the process
of bringing the reader and the text together is, at least ideally, objective,
leading to results that can be either true or false. Yet it is not difficult to
see how, following on from ideas such as theirs, this assumption could be
exposed as fictitious. Whatever his hermeneutical rhetoric, Barth’s reading
of Romans unmistakeably expounds European religious concerns in the
wake of the Great War and is far removed from those of a renegade
Pharisee in the first century. In fact, this may be the major strength of
his interpretation, but it indicates also the weakness of his interpretative
premise. What his book does represent, in effect, is the creative interaction
of reader and text, and the fact that it does this in a uniquely suggestive
and evocative way is the secret of its success and its impact on subsequent
theological developments.
It seems to be this kind of insight more than any particular hermeneutical
theory that has made it so strikingly persuasive for us to see reading as
a creative as well as an individual event. The modern world appears as a
long chain of such ‘readings’ beginning perhaps with the iconic moment on
26 April 1336 when Petrarch, standing on Mount Ventoux and reading
(albeit not silently!) from Augustine’s Confessions, thought that ‘what
I had there read I believed to be addressed to me and to no other’.8
Yet if modernity has thus fostered a belief in the privacy and individuality
of text worlds emerging from the intimacy between readers and their
texts – a notion quite different from the largely public and, as it were,
objective traditional practice of commentary or the production of catenae –
it has also, in a paradoxical way, concomitantly destroyed another notion
of intimacy that used to exist between premodern readers and their texts.
This intimacy was not that of an individual encounter, but of communal
possession on account of a seemingly unbroken tradition. Into the eighteenth century, European scholars and literati interacted with church
fathers, ancient philosophers or other classical authors as though they
were quasi-contemporaries. Thus, within a theology course at a German
university, Patristics was normally taught after dogmatics and polemics:9
reading the fathers offered exemplary applications of the principles of
theological judgment that were assumed to have been valid then as they
were in the present; they were ‘fathers’ precisely insofar as they provided
supreme instances of the defence of Christian doctrine and the rejection
of heresy.
Within a few decades all this changed, and at the end of the eighteenth
century, reading the church fathers meant an encounter with theological
voices from a different world. Like Biblical and, indeed, classical scholarship, Patristics now served primarily a historical purpose; the fathers
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became important on account of their closeness to the original formation
of Christianity. Depending on the scholar’s standpoint, the fathers were
seen as expertly developing the full system of Christian doctrine or as
sullying the purity and simplicity of the original Gospel. However their
contribution was assessed, it was undisputed that reading them required
increasingly complex philological and hermeneutical preparations in
order to avoid misunderstanding, and critics and apologists of the church’s
tradition accused (and continue to accuse!) each other of falling into
precisely this trap.
Contemporary ‘readings’ of church fathers reside in the specific tension
created by this ambiguous development. On the one hand, they are
supposed to be the expression of an individual and private encounter
between a reader and a text; on the other hand, the intimacy and immediacy of any such interaction is interrupted by the awareness of historical
difference. The conventional result of this tension is the duality of so-called
systematic and historical readings, but while this may work reasonably
well pragmatically, there is little theoretical justification for such a divide.
One way of at least easing the tension – and this is what I undertake in
the following – may be to question the premises that have led to it. Thus
we may ask whether it is in fact correct to see reading as a purely private
and intimate affair. Are we really all that alone when we read a text? Are
not others present with us, however little noticed, while we engage with
a text? The truth is that we are part of a world and do not simply leave
it behind when holding a book in our hands. Our reading is inevitably
conditioned by the cultural parameters governing our perception – by our
national, religious, and generational preconceptions and prejudices. The
highly public relevance, for example, of Barth’s interpretation of Romans
would otherwise be difficult to account for: while this indubitably was his
reading of this Biblical text, it was also and at the same time an articulation
of some concerns, hopes and ideals shared widely in early twentiethcentury Germany and beyond.
If our readings, then, are conditioned by the culture within which they
occur this implies an influence of the specific histories that have given birth
to and shaped the world we inhabit. This further insight serves to mitigate
the second premise of my initial argument. We are not totally and entirely
cut off from the past; if we were we could no longer interact with its
remains and testimonies in any meaningful way. Reading Patristic texts
still presupposes a continuum, but this continuum is itself historical in
character. It is what we call ‘reception history’. This is a history of which
readers are a part, but which they also, knowingly or unknowingly,
collectively produce. It is in this specific sense of reading the fathers as
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a continuation of reception history that I wish my subsequent remarks on
Marion’s reading of Pseudo-Dionysius to be understood.

Jean-Luc Marion and Dionysius the Areopagite
Looking at Jean-Luc Marion’s readings of the Pseudo-Dionysian corpus
in the light of these considerations makes it clear almost at once how
‘modern’ his ‘postmodern’ reading is. Marion seeks to offer his interpretation of Pseudo-Dionysius, and I take it that the intuitive meaning we attach
to the project of analysing Marion’s reading of Pseudo-Dionysius can be
broken down along the lines of the two major premises of modern reading,
which I outlined in the first part of this essay. In other words, the two
central questions pertaining to it would appear to be these: To what extent
are we confronted with Marion’s reading, the product of an individual
encounter between a reader and a text? Also, does his reading do justice to
the alterity presented to us in a writing that originated 1500 years ago in a
world which in many ways was extremely different from our own? We can
easily imagine not only that replies to these questions will vary greatly but
that their underlying normative assumptions might be assessed extremely
differently by systematic and historical scholars. These divisive questions
cannot be avoided, yet I shall propose that the juxtaposition they produce
can be mitigated through the assumption that Marion’s ‘reading’ is part of
the reception history of Dionysius and of the history of negative theology
more broadly.

Dionysius in Marion’s Thought
In order to understand Marion’s interpretation of Dionysius as his reading
of this author, it may be helpful to start from some brief remarks about
the broader outlines of his philosophical and theological thought. JeanLuc Marion’s philosophical work is part of what a critic has called the
theological turn (tournant théologique) of more recent phenomenology
in France,10 and, while I am unable here to give anything like a sufficient
sketch of his philosophy,11 it is important to realize that Marion’s more
specifically theological interests and ideas have arisen in close connection
with an attempt to develop further Edmund Husserl’s phenomenology.12
Marion believes that Husserl’s method of phenomenological reduction can
be extended to the point where it reveals an unconditioned phenomenon
of ‘pure givenness’ (étant donné), and thus the fundamental structure of
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the world turns out to be based on an excess of self-giving. This, however,
becomes manifest only at the end of a reflexive process designed, paradoxically, to recover strict immanence. While Marion has always insisted
on a distinction between his philosophy and his theology, the structural
parallels between the two are obvious and willingly admitted by the author
himself.13 Just as the positive truth about reality is revealed to phenomenological research only as the result of a process seemingly designed to reduce
to immanence all outward layers of transcendence,14 so the theological
truth of God as love becomes manifest only after the complete destruction
of his idolatrous representations. This has a number of immediate consequences: First, the radical otherness of God is revealed by careful
attention to reality as it is – not by turning away from it. Second, God’s
commitment to us is recognized alongside his majestic distance from us.15
Third, there is resistance to both our encounter with the phenomenon as
well as our recognition of God, and this resistance needs to be overcome
through a critical and, as such, destructive movement. No knowledge of
God without critique of the idol; no understanding of reality without
phenomenological reduction.
Marion thus integrates into both his philosophical and his theological
project the postmodern critique of metaphysics as a necessary liberation of
the ‘other’ from the shackles of visual or conceptual constraints. Only
when we have forsaken any such attempt to bring the other under our
control are we capable of receiving it in its selfless superabundance. Yet
while postmodern critics of metaphysics may have given new testimony
to this important insight, they are by no means its originators. Rather,
Marion claims, postmodern philosophy is only a late variation, and not
an unproblematic one, of the specifically theological tradition of apophasis associated initially and most famously with Pseudo-Dionysius the
Areopagite. Jacques Derrida’s rejection of this parallel,16 in particular,
indicates for Marion that recognizing the potential of negative theology
would be extremely risky for the advocate of deconstruction:
This quasi-deconstruction [sc. in negative theology] cannot be said simply to
anticipate, unknowingly, the authentic deconstruction since it claims to reach
in fine what it deconstructs: It claims to put us in the presence of God in
the very degree to which it denies all presence. Negative theology does not
furnish deconstruction with new material or new an unconscious forerunner,
but with its first serious rival, perhaps the only one possible.17

Marion’s reception of negative theology, then, has an apologetic interest.
Christian theology, rather than being a prominent casualty of deconstruction,
has pre-empted its most valuable theoretical insight and can, therefore,
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self-confidently be maintained in the teeth of postmodern critique. This
provocative and far-reaching claim is largely based on Marion’s interpretation of the Dionysian corpus. How, then, does he read these texts and how
does his reading inform his overall thought?
Perhaps it is not entirely trivial to begin by saying that Marion evidently
has carefully studied Dionysius’s writings. He certainly is not one of those
who make a merely fashionable appeal to a traditional writer. The results
of those studies were originally published in his early study Idole et la Distance (1977), translated into English as The Idol and Distance in 2001.
This interpretation in many ways underlies, albeit with modifications,
Marion’s major theological work, Dieu sans l’être, which appeared in
1991 and was translated into English in the same year.18 Marion expressed
it again in his 1997 engagement with Derrida and others at Villanova
University, to which I have referred previously.
Underlying Marion’s approach to Dionysius is a straightforward question: how can God be spoken? With Étienne Gilson and many others,
he started, at least originally, from God’s self-revelation in Exod. 3.14:
אהיה אשר אהיה.19 This expression has been translated in two different ways:
‘I am who I am’ is the rendering often preferred by scholars of Hebrew,
whereas the Septuagint, followed by the Vulgate and much of traditional
Christian theology, reads, ‘I am the one who is’ (e0gw& ei0mi o09 w!n). These
two translations, Marion urges, should not be seen as contradictory or
mutually exclusive, however. Rather, they reflect the fact that this Biblical
verse expresses precisely the unity of revelation and concealment, of manifestation and distance:
The name . . . delivers the unthinkable, as the unthinkable that gives itself;
this same unthinkable also gives itself, and hence withdraws within the
anterior distance that governs the gift of the Name. The Name delivers and
steals away in one and the same movement.20

By not offering a ‘real’ name, God makes himself known. If this insight is
translated into a theological programme, this requires a radical transformation of language, a move, as Marion puts it, ‘from a model of language
in which the speaker makes an effort to take possession of meaning to a
model in which the speaker receives meaning’.21 Conventional, predicative
structures of language have to be denied in order for the revelation of God
to be accepted. Speaking of God is speaking without speaking, as much
as knowledge of God is docta ignorantia. Marion quotes the words of
St Paul: ‘If someone thinks he knows something, he does not yet know in
what way it is suitable to know: but if someone loves God, he is known by
God’ (1 Cor. 8.2–3).22
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It is fundamentally as a response to the theological difficulty posed by this
Biblical idea of God’s revelation-in-concealment that Marion understands
the so-called negative theology of Pseudo-Dionysius:
Language carries out its discourse to the point of negation and silence.
But just as the death that is refused according to the love matures into
Resurrection, so silence nourishes infinite proclamation.23

Precisely this reconfiguration of language, a ‘linguistic model of the dispossession of meaning’ is, in Marion’s view, the essence of Dionysius’s
‘negative theology’.24 Therefore, the critique of metaphysics in Nietzsche
and Heidegger only serves the ultimately theological purpose of making
room for the establishment of a radically different discourse based on the
principle of love. The Biblical word that God is love (1 John 4.16), therefore, means that he is not a being, nor even is he ‘being’ and he certainly ‘is’
not God.25 The modern and postmodern critique of metaphysical theism,
therefore, is correct and appropriate, but ultimately only an extension of
the traditional theological critique of ‘idols’ and does not deny the legitimacy
of proper theology, but – rightly understood – enables it.
Consequently, negative theology for Marion is a theological method
that is fundamentally critical, an exercise intended to escape idolatry.
Such idolatry would include, but not be limited to, the naïve visual
representations of God. Its more dangerous objects are attributes and
concepts applied to God by philosophical or theological language: ‘To
avoid such an idolatry, one must . . . deny attributes as imperfections’.26
One must, more specifically, deny every attribute including the loftiest
ones, such as One, Unity, Divinity, or Goodness. Yet even this is not all,
for it might appear that the negation itself reveals the being of God.
If understood in this way, however, negative theology itself would still be,
in Marion’s words, idolatrous.27 Negation itself then must be denied and
God postulated as being beyond affirmation and negation. And this indeed
is what Dionysius urges his reader to do. The apophatic way leads to a
point where negation itself has to be negated:
. . . nor can any affirmation or negation be applied to it, for although we
may affirm or deny the things below it, we can neither affirm nor deny it,
inasmuch as the all-perfect and unique Cause of all things transcends all
affirmation, and the simple pre-eminence of Its absolute nature is outside of
every negation – free from every limitation and beyond them all.28

At this point, however, Pseudo-Dionysius (at least in Marion’s reconstruction) runs into a difficulty. Negative theology thus understood makes any
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theology impossible. With Claude Bruaire, Marion formulates the proposition that ‘negative theology is the negation of all theology. Its truth is
atheism’.29 Its practice, then, takes the theologian to the edge of a precipice
or even into the abyss of a godforsaken world, to the point enunciated in
the words of Christ on the cross, ‘My God, why hast thou forsaken me?’
Yet it also takes him beyond that point, and Marion finds this indicated
in Dionysius as well. He observes that the Syrian author is still willing to
use one word for God until the end, and this is cause (ai0ti/a). In this notion,
he suggests, is contained precisely the unity of distance and intimacy that
permits us to move beyond the impasse of pure apophaticism:
Anterior distance . . . governs positively that which it allows to be received in
it. We have not thus distanced ourselves from Denys’s position, but we have
slowly approached what he indicates under the name of Goodness, when he
assigns it to the cause/αI’τία.30

At the vantage point of utter negation it becomes possible to relate to
God in a new way. Dionysius knows, Marion contends, of a third way
beyond affirmation and negation, and this is adumbrated by his mention
of ‘cause’ at the every end of The Mystical Theology.31 Cause, of course,
must not here mean the causa sui of metaphysics, but it indicates that
God is beyond affirmation and negation insofar as he is love, pure giving
or, as The Divine Names suggest, goodness. Goodness and cause, Marion
maintains, are interchangeable; goodness is the first name of God according to The Divine Names, thus the upshot of Dionysius’s theology is
the view that intimacy and distance are but two sides of the same coin.
‘Revelation communicates the very intimacy of God – distance itself’.32

Marion’s Interpretation of the Dionysian Corpus
This then is Marion’s reading of Dionysius – how plausible is it as a reading
of Dionysius? It would appear difficult not to express some serious reservations about the latter. Admittedly, the transcendence and nearness of
God very often form a closely related pair and should not be juxtaposed as
mutually exclusive concepts. In Paul’s speech at the Areopagus he reminds
the Greeks both of their altar ‘to the unknown God’ and of their poet’s
word that ‘in him we live and move and have our being’ (Acts 17.23–28).
The ‘unknown God’ then is ‘not far from each of us’. Otherwise it would
be difficult even to understand why an author such as Pseudo-Dionysius
emphasised kataphatic as well as apophatic discourse about God. Yet
the way these two are related in Marion appears to be rather different
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from what one finds in the Dionysian corpus. While the precise order of
writings within that collection is a matter of scholarly debate and while,
consequently, readers have disagreed over the centuries on the relationship
between the kataphatic and the apophatic, it must surely take a bold
person to claim that in Dionysius the apophatic discourse is critical in the
way Marion seems to envisage. We must not forget that the denials in
The Mystical Theology and elsewhere negate positive statements – taken
from Scripture and tradition – about the divine, and the kataphatic
discourse about those makes up much of Dionysius’s treatise The Divine
Names. These names for God are revealed, and Dionysius surely cannot
have thought them idolatrous. The apophatic for Dionysius qualifies in
a particular way any discourse about God, but there is little indication
that it serves the ‘deconstructive’ purpose Marion is interested in as a
theological equivalent to Husserl’s phenomenological reductions.
Dionysius is also, it appears, considerably less concerned than Marion
to tell his readers what happens after apophatic theology has completed its
business. As far as Dionysius’s writing is concerned, Marion’s musings
about a third way seem rather far-fetched; The Mystical Theology ends in
silence, and in no other writing does Dionysius refer back to it, nor does
he indicate the need to discover a way beyond the impasse created by
the radical denial of any theological language. Such a need, of course,
exists for Marion, who thinks that Dionysius’s advocacy of apophaticism
anticipates the philosophical critique of metaphysics and religion. Marion
expects Dionysius to provide a solution to the problem posed by Bruaire’s
equation of negative theology and atheism, but it appears doubtful that
Dionysius ever intended to address this question.
It might appear at this point that a discussion of Marion’s interpretation
of Pseudo-Dionysius reverts precisely to the fault line of historical versus
systematic readings, which I sketched earlier in this paper. How important,
some might ask, is historical accuracy for a philosophical or theological
appropriation of ideas? Should not the intrinsic value of Marion’s proposal be assessed whatever the historical circumstances of the original
composition of the Dionysian corpus? Yet such a demand might be
countered by reference to the apparent apologetic purpose of Marion’s
appeal to this traditional Christian author. His claim that negative
theology provides an early rival to postmodern deconstruction may not
rest exclusively on the historical accuracy of his Patristic readings, but it
would be difficult to deny that it is affected by doubts about the latter. Yet,
as I argued earlier, such a dichotomy seems to oversimplify things. No
contemporary reading of Dionysius is merely historical, and to the extent
that it is historical it is still, arguably, mediated by previous readings of the
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same texts. At the same time, only in the modern myth of individual
readings could Marion’s interpretation of Dionysius be regarded as merely
‘his’ reading, a purely personal appropriation of a written document by a
theologian. What may take us further, then, is a consideration of contexts
for this particular interpretation, and I shall therefore proceed to consider
a number of such contexts that will, hopefully, enhance both understanding
and appreciation of Marion’s reading of Dionysius.

The Modern Context: Negative Theology as Critical
Philosophy
It has already become clear how much Marion’s reading of Dionysius is
conditioned by contemporary theological debate. Marion himself referred
to Claude Bruaire and his suspicion that negative theology ultimately
was atheism, thus hinting at the background of his own work in French
post-conciliar theology. Part of this context has been very fruitfully explored
by Tamsin Jones. In her work on Marion and Pseudo-Dionysius,33 she
draws attention specifically to the pivotal role that the appropriation of the
theology of Hans Urs von Balthasar has played for Marion’s reading of
the early Byzantine writer. Jones shows how von Balthasar stands behind
Marion’s interesting combination of what we might call apophatic insights
with a radically kataphatic vision of divine presence through icons that
make the world, as it were, transparent for God. Von Balthasar seems
equally to have inspired Marion’s adoption of the Proclean-Dionysian
idea34 of a ‘hymnic’ response to God as a ‘third way’ beyond affirmation
and negation.35
Jones is surely correct in establishing a link that helps explain how
Marion reads Dionysius. Yet it seems to me that this explanation reveals
at least as much in terms of stark contrast as it does in terms of similarity.
After all, Balthasar’s fundamental theological intuition, expressed in his
project of theological aesthetics, is to start not from negation and criticism
but from the immediate observation of beauty in God’s creation. This
overall approach is mirrored perfectly in his reading of Dionysius. Balthasar
not surprisingly starts from an appreciation of Dionysius’s kataphatic
theology, which he sees as a singularly rich development of the figure of
analogia entis.36 There is no hint that for him apophatic critique must come
before any valid affirmation. Consequently, The Mystical Theology is dealt
with at the very end of the section on Dionysius,37 and while von Balthasar
emphasises that ‘mystical theology . . . is present secretly or openly in all his
theological utterances and . . . is systematically necessary to the whole’,38 this
systematic necessity does not consist in a preliminary critical destruction of
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idolatrous belief, but in the awareness that God’s transcendence is always
concomitant with his immanence in creation:
God is in all things in his immanence and yet in himself is independent,
transcendent over them, and therefore even his immanence is comparable
with none other.39

Von Balthasar does indeed introduce the notion of icon in a way similar to
Marion, but whereas for the latter all depends on the contrast between
icon and idol,40 Balthasar has few qualms about Dionysius’s syncretistic
use of various religious terminologies:
If then the concept of image (eikoˉ n), in all its forms (as theaˉ ma, object of
contemplation, drama, or, using the language of the mysteries, as agalma,
sacred idol or image of the gods), is applied to the manifestation, through
which, for those who can see, ‘the blessed beauty of the archetype shimmers
through (apostilbo) clearly’,41 then only this qualification is needed, that
between manifestation and what is manifest there is no sort of link of natural
necessity.42

He is, for the same reason, rather undisturbed by the evident borrowings
in Dionysius from the Neoplatonists. They indicate for him an awareness
of ‘what we now call natural theology’, the recognition that paganism
represents ‘the misuse of true religious thought for the purpose of
Promethean speculation’.43
Marion’s use of von Balthasar is thus ambiguous, and the reading of
Dionysius as well as the place of negative theology differs considerably
between the two. Von Balthasar praises Dionysius as the first Greek
theologian who stood apart from the spirit of controversy so characteristic
of the early centuries and who was therefore able to use affirmatively
Gnostic, Manichaean and Neoplatonic ideas with only ‘a few corrections
from time to time’:44
What was once historical, temporally conditioned reality becomes for
Denys a means for expressing an utterly universal theological content. . . .
Each thought–form of which he makes use will, at this touch, be liberated
from its historical context and exalted into eternity.45

Marion, on the other hand, sees Dionysius in the tradition of the prophetic
critique of ‘idols’ and hence as forerunner of the modern and postmodern
critique of metaphysics who also offers a way beyond the aporiae of
that critique. From a theological starting point, the Areopagite recognized
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at once the impossibility of speaking of God and the necessity of doing so.
He described how:
. . . the absence of names turns into the name of absence, even the name of
the Absent. . . . The name of the Absent gives itself to be believed when the
failure of names betrays the distraction of possible meanings, which grows in
the measure that they approach the unique pole.46

The comparison with von Balthasar is thus helpful, not least in pointing
out the starkly divergent ways in which he and Marion read Dionysius.
It also illustrates considerable differences between the way both authors
understood negative theology. For von Balthasar, negative theology merely
illustrates the fact that God’s immanence in creation always and inevitably
has a transcendent dimension; Bruaire,47 Marion48 and Derrida49 on the
other hand – in spite of their substantial disagreements – concur that it is
a critical discourse which, potentially or actually, has devastating effects
on traditional metaphysics and theology.
This latter interpretation of Dionysius’s apophaticism has been attractive
ever since the rise of modern, critical philosophy. Friedrich Wilhelm Joseph
Schelling claimed the support of Pseudo-Dionysius for his own attempt to
overcome the ramifications of what he called ‘negative philosophy’50 – a
word intentionally reminiscent of the older ‘negative theology’.51 Negative
philosophy for Schelling was, in the first place, Kant’s transcendental
philosophy, which represented a necessary step in the history of philosophy
insofar as it exposed the weakness of classical theism or metaphysics but
was unable to offer a sufficient ground for our understanding of reality
and, specifically, God.52 It ends in pure negativity.53 Hegel’s attempt to
overcome Kantian criticism did not succeed, Schelling argued, because
the ‘double-negation’ of Hegelian dialectic could never reach ‘positive’
reality.54 The right response to Kant’s critical destruction of the metaphysical tradition therefore was a new philosophy that started from the
notion of God’s factual self-unveiling in his revelation. This was possible
because God, according to ‘the oldest doctrine’55 was ‘ousia huperousios,
supersubstantial being’.56
Schelling does not mention Dionysius by name, but the references
are clear enough. Like Marion, he read Dionysius as offering a successful
blueprint for an integration of philosophical criticism into an ultimately
affirmative, ‘positive’ philosophical theology. Both therefore emphasize in
Dionysius a third way beyond affirmation and negation – hence Schelling’s
reference to ousia huperousios. For both this is important because they find
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themselves confronted with a radical critique of philosophical theology
which seemingly disqualified all traditional ways of speaking about God.
Ultimately, both Schelling and Marion see that critique as partly valid
and for that reason need a model expressing its legitimacy as well as its
limitations. It is this intellectual need that makes Dionysius attractive, but
also determines the reading of his corpus.57
Marion is thus part of a specifically post-Kantian approach to ‘negative
theology’. Its logic is determined by the real possibility that knowledge of
God might be impossible and that God might not even exist at all. These
concerns are absent from earlier interest in the via negativa, which was
constructed against the backdrop of a hierarchically structured sacred cosmos, whose existence seemed indubitable to most, however difficult it
might be to reach its apex or to say anything about the latter. The ‘negative
theology’ inaugurated by Kant, on the other hand, seeks to re-establish
the legitimacy of God as the ‘Other’ in the face of the irrevocable loss
of the ontological and epistemological ladder that used to lead up to him.
To this end it offers a philosophical and theological justification for the
abolition of the old ‘chain of being’ as the only way to secure the absolute
uniqueness and the pure transcendence of the one God.58
It is within this tradition that Marion reads Dionysius – as an early
witness to the philosophical and theological possibility of overcoming
the ultimate negativity of nihilism and atheism. Marion is not part of the
more radical, essentially critical trajectory of ‘negative theology’ that
stretches in modernity from Kant via Nietzsche, the early Barth and
Levinas to Derrida, but he follows Schelling and Heidegger in their conviction that negation ultimately reveals true positivity.
In light of this, Marion’s claim that his reconstruction of Dionysius’s
thought is ‘negative theology’59 appears puzzling, however. Does he not,
rather, consider ‘negative theology’ in its post-Kantian version – the
destruction of idols, Husserl’s phenomenological reduction, Derrida’s
deconstruction – as a necessary but preliminary operation? Is not his
own contribution, then, a conscious move beyond those exercises as
much as Schelling’s philosophy demanded a move from negative to
positive philosophy?
Marion may simply be inconsistent here, but if he is not, the reason
must be that the revelation of God as love is, for him, still part of ‘negative
theology.’; In spite of his speculations about a third way beyond the
apophatic and the kataphatic, his would not be a Schellingian move from
negative to positive philosophy. Instead, the shift from silence to ‘infinite
proclamation’ would indicate that God is paradoxically revealed at the
very moment of his most ostensible absence.60 This indeed has long been
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one way of understanding the Incarnation and, in particular, the passion of
Christ. It is prefigured in the Gospel of John and finds perhaps its most
poignant expression in Martin Luther’s theology of the cross with its idea
that God’s salvific plan required his revelation ‘hidden under its opposite’
(abscondita sub contrariis) namely, the humiliation of suffering and cross.
Thus he writes in his Lectures on Genesis:
Thus, when Christ himself is about to enter into glory, he dies and descends
into hell. There all glory disappears. He says to his disciples (Jn 14.12): ‘I go
to the Father’, and he goes to the grave. Let us constantly meditate on such
examples and place them before our eyes.61

The possibility emerges here of a genuinely Christian version of negative
theology, one whose antecedents do not lie primarily with Plato and his
school.62 The insight that the Word became flesh tutors believers to see
God precisely where, in any obvious sense, he is not, and a particular kind
of ‘negative theology’ is needed to reach that hermeneutical and ultimately
ethical goal.
In God Without Being, Marion seems to reach out for such a view; he
spells ‘God’ with a crossed-out ‘o’ to indicate that
. . . we are speaking of the God who is crossed by a cross because he reveals
himself by his placement on a cross, the God revealed by, in, and as the
Christ.63

It is this understanding of ‘God’ that underlies his subsequent critique of
Aquinas’s identification of God with ‘being’ and his defence of Dionysius’s
preference for ‘goodness’ as the supreme divine predicate.64 Once again,
one may wonder whether this rightly captures the intention of PseudoDionysius, but if it does not, this might be more of a problem for Dionysius
than for Marion. Von Balthasar may have been right in his interpretation
of Pseudo-Dionysius’s willingness to integrate the wealth of pagan religion
and speculation into Christian theology; however, in commending it
without reservation he removed the critical element from the complex
relationship between Biblical monotheism and its pagan environment. The
Incarnation may have fulfilled the ‘promise of ages’, but the ‘word of the
cross’ is also ‘foolishness’ to the Greeks (1 Cor. 1.18–23). To the extent that
the Platonic notion of divinity embraces polytheism (and emphatically so
in Proclus!) it must be subject to the ‘critique of the idols’ that has been
such a pervasive concern within the Judaeo-Christian tradition.
Marion rightly points this out, and he is equally right in constructing a
trajectory from the Biblical polemic against idol worship to the more recent
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critiques of ontotheology and metaphysics. It appears less clear that he
is justified in claiming historical pre-eminence for ‘negative theology’
over deconstruction;65 his reading of Dionysius, as we saw, presupposes
an advanced stage of the Areopagite’s reception history. Marion’s interpretation, then, may be more justified if the Dionysian corpus is seen as
the starting point of a history of reading and interpretation leading up to
and including the radical forms of religious and theological critique to
which Marion seeks to respond. Insofar as the historical Pseudo-Dionysius
was by no means aware of all or indeed most of these complications,
he can hardly be relied upon to provide the modern reader with ready
answers, but the apparent dependence of modern and postmodern developments on the seeds sown in the Patristic age should certainly encourage
the theologian to engage seriously with them.
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