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Re-imagining God
Richard Kearney

1 come in the little things, saith the Lord
—Evelyn Underhill

God, if God exists, exists not just for God but for us. And the manner in
which God comes to us, comes to mind, comes to be and to dwell as flesh
amongst us, is deeply informed by the manner in which we think about God—
in short, how we interpret, narrate and imagine God. This, I suggest, calls fora
philosophical hermeneutics instructed by the various and essential ways in
which God “appears” to us in and through “phenomena,” and “signals” to us
in and through “signs.” It is my wager in this essay that one of the most telling
ways in which the infinite comes to be experienced and imagined by finite
minds is as possibility—that is, as the ability to be. Even, and especially, when
such possibility seems impossible to us.

But let us be clear from the outset: I am not saying this is the only way, or
even the most primordial way—just that it is a very telling way, and one which
has been largely neglected in the history of western metaphysics and theology
in favor of categories like substance, cause, actuality, omnipotence, absolute
© spirit, or sufficient reason. So I am not proposing posse as some newly dis-
covered (or recovered) Master Word—some extraordinary Meta-Code which
might unlock the ancient Secret of divine nature or naming, God forbid! Our
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proposal is far more modest than that—namely, a tentative exercise in poetic
conjecture about a certain overlooked aspect of divinity, seeking guidance on
the way from phenomenological description and hermeneutic interpretation.

I'will proceed by means of three concentric circles—seriptural, testimo-
nial and literary. Traversing this threefold “variation of imagination,” I hope to
identify some key characteristics of the God of the possible as it reveals itself to
us poetically.

The Scriptural Circle

My efforts to rethink God as posse draw primarily from the biblical Imessage
that what is impossible for us is possible for God. This latter notion of mes-
sianic possibility is evident in many Seriptural passages. In Mark 10, for exam-
ple, we are told that while entry to the Kingdom seems impossible for humans,
all things are made possible by God. The exact text reads: “For humans it is
impossible but not for God; because for God everything is possible ( panta gar
dunata para t5i Theoi)” (Mark 10:27). In similar vein, we are told in St. John's
prologue that our ability to become sons of God in the Kingdom is something
made possible by God: “Light shone in darkness and to all who received it was
given the possibility (dunamis) to become sons of God.” The term dunamis is
crucial and can be translated either as power or possibility—a semantic am-
bivalence to which we shall return below. Further evocations of the possibiliz-
ing power (dunamis pneumatos) of the Spirit are evidenced in Paul’s letters to
the Corinthians and Romans; but perhaps most dramatically of all in the
Annunciation scene where Mary is told by the angel that the dunamis of God
will overshadow her, and that she will bear the son of God—“for nothing is
impossible (adunatesei) with God” (Luke 1:35-37).

In all these examples, divinity—as Father, Son, or Spirit—is described as a
possibilizing of divine love and logos in the order of human history where it
would otherwise have been impossible. In other words, the divine reveals itself
here as the possibility of the Kingdom—or if you prefer to cite a via negativa, as
the impossibility of impossibility.

A hermeneutical poetics of the kingdom looks to some of the recurring
figures—metaphors, parables, images, symbols—deployed in the gospels to
communicate the eschatological promise. The first thing one notes is that
these figures almost invariably refer to a God of “small things”—to borrow
from the wonderful title of Arundhati Roy’s novel. Not only do we have the
association of the Kingdom with the vulnerable openness and trust of “little
children,” as in the Mark 10 passage cited above (vv. 13-16); but we also have
the images of the yeast in the flour (Luke 13:20-21), the tiny pearl of invalu-
able price (Matthew 13:45-46), and perhaps most suggestive and telling of all,
that of the mustard seed (Mark 4:30-32)—a minuscule grain that blooms and
flourishes into a capacious tree. The kingdom of God, this last text tells us, is
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“like a mustard seed that, when it is sown in the ground, is the smallest of all
the seeds on the earth. But once it is sown, it springs up and becomes the
largest of plants and puts forth large branches, so that the birds of the sky can
dwell in its shade.”

One might be tempted to call this recurring motif of the kingdom as the
last or least or littlest of things—a microtheology to the extent that it resists the
standard macrotheology of the Kingdom as emblem of sovereignty, omnipo-
tence and ecclesiastical triumph. The frequent reference in the gospels to the
judgment of the Kingdom being related to how we respond in history, here and
now, to the “least of these,” elakhiston, is crucial (e.g., Matthew 25:40). The
loving renunciation of absolute power by Christ’s emptying (kendsis) of the
Godhead, so as to assume the most humble form of humanity (the last and
least of beings), is echoed by the eschatological reminder that it is easier for the
defenseless and powerless to enter the Kingdom than the rich and mighty. And
[ think it is telling—as Dostoevsky reminds us in the Grand Inquisitor episode
of the Brothers Karamazov—that the greatest temptation that Christ must over-
come, after his forty days in the desert, is the will to become master and
possessor of the universe. This is a temptation he faces again and again right up
to his transfiguration on Mt. Tabor, when his disciples want to apotheosize and
crown him by building a cult temple there on the mountain (Luke 9). Instead,
Christ proceeds to a second kenotic act of giving, refusing the short route to
immediate triumph and embracing the via crucis which demonstrates what it
means for the seed to die before it is reborn as a flowering tree which hosts all
living creatures. As “King,” he enters Jerusalem not with conquering armies
but “seated upon an ass’s colt” (John 12). He upturns the inherited hierarchies
of power, fulfilling the prophecy of Isaiah that he would bring justice to the
world, not by “shouting aloud in the street,” but as a “bruised reed” that will
not break, and “a smoldering wick” that will not quench (Isaiah 42:1-4).

But in addition to these spatial metaphors of the Kingdom exemplified by
little things—yeast, a mustard seed, a pearl, a reed, an infant, the “least of
these”—a hermeneutic poetics of the Kingdom might also look to the temporal
figures of eschatology. These invariably take the form of a certain achronicity. 1
am thinking here of the numerous references to the fact that even though the
Kingdom has already come—and is incarnate here and now in the loving
gestures of Christ and all those who give, or receive, a cup of water—it still
always remains a possibility yet to come. This is what Emanuel Levinas calls
the “paradox of posterior anteriority”; and it is cogently illustrated in an apho-
rism of Walter Benjamin which combines the spatial figure of the portal with
the eschatological figure of futurity: “This future does not correspond to ho-
mogenous empty time; because at the heart of every moment of the future is
contained the little door through which the Messiah may enter.”

As “eternal,” the kingdom transcends all chronologies of time. Churist
indicates this when he affirms that “before Abraham was, I am” (John 8:58),
and when he promises a Second Coming when he will return again. In short,
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the Kingdom is: (1) already there as historical possibility, and (2) not yet there
as historically realized kingdom “come on earth.” This s why we choose to
translate the canonical theophany to Moses on Mt. Sinai (esher ayeh esher),
not as “T am who am” (ego sum qui sum), but as “I am who may be.” (Exodus
3:14). God is saying something like this: T will show up as promised, but I
cannot be in time and history, I cannot become fully embodied in th’e flesh of
the world, unless you show up and answer my call “Where are you?” with the
response “Here I am.” (I explore this eschatological enigma of time in further
detail in my concluding remarks, below.)

The Testimonial Circle

Our second hermeneutic circle explores a poetics of the Kingdom_ in light ofa
number of religious writers down through the ages, in what we might call the
testimonial or confessional genre, Unlike “metaphysical” thinkers Wl:l‘O présul),:
Pose an ontological priority of actuality over possibility, these more poe_tl_CEfl
minds reverse the traditional priority and point to a new category of possﬂ)}llty
—divine possibility—beyond the traditional opposition between the possible
and the impossible. ) .

Let me begin with the pregnant maxim of Angelus Silesius: * Go€] 15
possible as the more than impossible.” Here Silesius—a German mystlca.]
thinker often cited by Heidegger and Derrida—points toward an eschatologi-
cal notion of possibility which might be said to transcend the three conven-
tional concepts of the possible as: (1) an epistemological category of modal
logic, along with necessity and actuality (Kant); (2) a substantialist category of
potentia that lacks its fulfillment as acrys (Aristotle, the scholastics); and (3)a
rationalist category of possibilitas conceived as a representation of the mind
(Leibniz, the idealists). All such categories fall within the old metaphysical
dualism of possibility versus impossibility. But Silesius intimates a new role for
the possible as a ludic and liberal outpouring of divine play:

God s possible as the more than impossible . , .

God plays with Creation

All that is play that the deity gives itself

It has imagined the creature for its pleasure,
Creation here is depicted as an endless giving of possibility which calls us
toward the Kingdom. '

I think the early medieyal Jewish commentator, Rashi, also had some-
thing like this in mind when he interprets Isaiah’s God calling to his creatures
—“I cannot be God unless youare my witnesses.” He takes this to mean: “I am
the God who will be whenever you bear witness to love and justice in the
world.”? And 1 believe that the Holocaust vietim Etty Hillesum was gesturing
toward a similar notion when, just weeks before her death ina concentration
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camp, she wrote: “You God cannot help us but we must help you and defend
your dwelling place inside us to the last™ Both Rashi and Hillesum were
witnessing to the dunamis of God as the power of the powerless. This, clearly, is
not the imperial power of a sovereign; it is a dynamic call to love which
possibilizes and enables humans to transform their world—by giving itself to
the “least of these,” by empathizing with the disinherited and the dispossessed,
by refusing the path of might and violence, by transfiguring the mustard seed
into the kingdom, each moment at a time, one act after an other, each step of
the way. This is the path heralded by the Pauline God of “nothings and
nobodies” (ta mé onta) excluded from the triumphal preeminence of totality
(ta onta)—a kenotic, self-emptying, crucified God whose “weakness is stronger
than human strength” (1 Corinthians 1:25, 28). It signals the option for the
poor, for nonviolent resistance and revolution taken by peacemakers and dis-
senting “holy fools” from ancient to modern times. It is the message of suffer-
ing rather than doing evil, of loving one’s adversaries, of “no enemies,” of “soul
force” (satyagraha). One thinks of a long heritage ranging from Isaiah, Jesus,
Siddhartha and Socrates, to such contemporary figures as Gandhi, Vaclay
Havel, Dorothy Day, Jean Vanier, Emesto Cardenal, T ich Nhat Hahn and
Martin Luther King, The God witnessed here goes beyond the will-to-power,

Nicholas of Cuisa offers some interesting insights into this eschatological
Cod when he declares that “God alone is all he is able to be.”* Unlike the
God of metaphysical omnipotence, underlying the perverse logic of theodicy
which seeks to justify evil as part of the divine will, this notion of God as an
“abling to be” (posse or possest) points in a radically different direction. Let us
pause for a moment to unpack the phrase, “God is all he is able to be.” Since
God is all good, God is not able to be non-good—that is, non-God—defective
or evil. In other words, God is not omnipotent in the traditional metaphysical
sense understood by Leibniz and Hegel. The Divine is not some being able to
be all good and evil things. That is why God could not help Etty Hillesum and
other victims of the Holocaust: God is not responsible for evil. And Hillesum
understood this all too well when she turned the old hierarchies on their head
and declared that it is we who must help God to be God.

Was Hillesurn ot in fact subscribing here to a long—if often neglected—
biblical heritage? After all, if Elijah had not heard the “still small voice” of
God in his cave, we would never have received the wisdom of his prophecy. If
a young woman from Nazareth had said “no” to the angel of the Annunciation,
the Word would niot have become Flesh. If certain fishermen, tax collectors
and prostitutes had not heard the call to follow the Son of Man, there would
have been no Son of God—and no Gospel witness. So too, if Hillesum and
others like her had not let God be God by defending the divine dwelling-place
of caritas within them, even in the most hellish moments of the death-camps,
there would have been no measure of love—albeit tiny as the mustard seed—to
defy the hate of the Gestapo. For if God’s loving is indeed unconditional, the
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realization of that loving posse in this world is conditional upon our response.
If we are waiting for God, God is waiting for us. Waiting for us to say “yes”—to
hear the call and to act, to bear witness, to answer the posse with esse, to make
the word flesh—even in the darkest moments.

I think Dionysius the Areopagite could be said to add to our understand-
ing of this great enigma when he speaks, in book 7 of the Divine Names, of a
“possibility beyond being” (huperousias dunameos) which engenders our de-
sire to live more abundantly and seek the good. “Being itself,” he writes, “only
has the possibility to be from the possibility beyond being.” And he adds that it
is “from the infinitely good posse (dunamis) of what it sends to them (that) they
have received their power (dunamis).”s [ am tempted to relate this notion of an
infmitely good possibilizing of God to another extraordinary passage in the

Divine Names—this time book 9, section 3—where Dionysius writes of the
God of little things:

God is said to be small as leaving every mass and distance behind and
proceeding unhindered through all. Indeed the small is the cause of all the
clements, for you will find none of these that have not participated in the
form of smallness. Thus, smallness is to be interpreted with respect to God
as its wandering and operating in all and through all without hindrance
“penetrating down to the division of the soul, spirit, joint and marrow,” and
discerning thoughts and “intentions of the heart,” and indeed of all beings.
“For there is no creation which is invisible to jts face” (Hebrews 4:12). This

simallness is without quantity, without quality, without restraint, unlimited,
undefined, and all embracing although it is unembraced 6

Is this extraordinary passage by Dionysius not a passionate invitation to em-

brace a microtheology of the Kingdom? Is it not a solicitation o embrace an
eschatology of little things—mustard seeds, grains of yeast, tiny pearls, cups of
water, infinitesimal everyday acts of love and witness? It appears 0.

Moreover, I think it is just this kind of microtheology that Gerard Manley
Hopkins had in mind in “Pied Beauty.” He records God's grace in small and
scattered epiphanies of the quotidian when he speaks of “dappled things” from
“finches’ wings” and “rose-moles all in stipple upon trout that swim,” to

All things counter, original, spare, strange;
Whatever is fickle, freckled (who knows how?)

For Hopkins, it is not the mighty and triumphant monarch that epitomizes the
pearl of the Kingdom (“immortal diamond”) but, contrariwise, the court fool,

the joker in the pack, the least and last of these. Here is Hopking’s take on the
eschatological kingdom:

[na flash, at a trampet crash,
Lam all at once what Christ is, since he was whatLam, angd
This Jack, joke, poor potsherd, pi

atch, matehwood, immorta] diamond
[s immortal diamond, ’
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Hopkins's deity is one of transfiguration rather than coercion, of posse
rather than power, of little rather than large things.” But in our shift of regis-
ters from theology to poetry we are already embarking on our next circle of
readings.

The Literary Circle

In our third and final hermeneutic circle—the literary—I include a number of
passages which offer more explicitly poetic epiphanies of the possible. This
amplification of our investigation to embrace a literary poetics extends the
range of reference to take in soundings of posse which transcend the confes-
sional limits of theism or atheism, enjoying as they do a special liberty of
imagination—a poetic license to entertain an unlimited variation of experi-
ence. As Emily Dickenson rightly observed, “possibility is a fuse lit by imagina-
tion,” a belief which informs her imaging of the eschatological possible.

Rabelais had his eye on a similar paradise when he affirmed the possibility
of life through death, yea-saying to his last moments as he jubilantly declared:
“Pavance vers le grand possible!” In his remarkable novel, A Man without
Qualities, the Austrian writer Robert Musil offers a further perspective on the
eschatological posse when he claims that “possibility is the dormant design of
God in man”—a design waiting to be awakened by our poetic dwelling in the
world. Our true vocation in history, for Musil, is one of utopian invention. It
involves an audacious surpassing of given reality toward imagined possibility.
Here is the passage in full:

One might define the meaning of the possible as the faculty of thinking all
that might be just as much as what is . . . The implications of such a creative
disposition are huge . . . The possible consists of much more than the
dreams of neurasthenics; it also involves the still dormant plans of God. A
possible event or truth is not just the real event or truth minus the ‘reality’;
rather it signals something very divine, a flame, a burning, a will to con-
struct a utopia which, far from fearing reality, treats it simply as a perpetual
task and invention. The earth is not so spent, after all, and never has it
seemed so fascinating ®

The metaphor of fire—with its allusions to both the burning bush and the
Pentecostal flame of speaking tongues—is also explored by Wallace Stevens in
a poem addressed to George Santayana entitled, “To an Old Philosopher in
Rome.” Here again the correspondence between the simple (indigent, small,
inconsequential) and the eschatological (the Kingdom) is conveyed by the
figure of a candle flame which illumines the real in the light of the “celestial
possible.” The pneumatological call to speak in tongues commits itself here to
a poetics of the poor and unremembered.

But it is doubtless Rainer Maria Rilke who composes one of the most
inspiring invocations of the gracious power of posse, in the conclusion to his
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Letters to a Young Poet. Here the eschatological promise of a coming God is

combined with the erotic expectancy of a waiting lover. He asks his youthful
correspondent,

Why don’t you think of him [God] as the one who is coming, one who has
been approaching from all etermity, the one who will someday arrive, the
ultimate fruit of a tree whose leaves we are? Whatkeeps you from projecting
his birth into the ages that are coming into existence, and living your life as
a painful and lovely day in the history of a great pregnancy? Don't you see
how everything that happens is again and again a beginning, and couldn’t it
be His [God's] beginning, since, in itself, starting is always so beautiful?

Then Rilke poses this crucial question:

If he is the most perfect one, must not what is less petfect precede him, so
that he can choose himself out of fullness and superabundance?—Must not
he be the last one, so that he can include everything in himself, and what
meaning would we have if he whorm we are longing for has already existed?

As bees gather honey, so we collect what is sweetest out of all things and
build Him,

Rilke ends this remarkable passage with a call to vigilant attention and expec-
tancy. Messianism at its best. The metaphor of the flowering, flourishing
mustard seed is brought to a new poetic intensity. “Be patient,” he counsels the
young poet, “and realize that the least we can do is to make coming into
existence no more difficult for Him [God] than the earth does for spring when
it wants to come.”

Here we might look to the “pregnant sense of the possible” in Kierkegaarcl
—the interweaving of the divine and the human in patient prayer and long-
ing. And this eschatological desire, as Rilke vividly reminds us, is not con-
fined to human existence but involves, by extension, the entire expanse of
the terrestrial universe as it awaits, yearns and prepares itself for the coming
prima vera,

My daughter, who brought this Rilke passage to my attention, told me this
was a God she could believe inl Conld I object?

LR 2]

So much depends, then, on what we mean by the possible. If one defines
possibility according to established convention as 4 category of modal logic or
metaphysical calculus—then God is closer to the impossible than the possible.
But if one seeks, as I do, to reinterpret the possible as eschatological posse, from
a postmetaphysical poetical perspective, the stakes are very different. For now
we are talking of a second possible (analogous to Ricoeur’s “second naiveté”)
beyond the impossible, otherwise than impossible, more than impossible, at the
other side of the old modal opposition between the possible and the impos-
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sible. And here we find ourselves closer to the Kierkegaard’s “passion for the
possible” as the portal to faith.

I think it is crucial to recall, here, the telling distinction between two
competing translations of the Greek term dunamis. On the one hand, we have
the metaphysical rendering of the term as potestas/potentia, that is, as a po-
tency understood in terms of an economy of power, causality, substance—what
Levinas calls the economy of the Same (or Totality). On the other hand, we
have an eschatological rendering of dunamis as posse/possest, that is, as a
gracious and gratuitous giving which possibilizes love and justice in this world.
It is this later interpretation of dunamis that I have been seeking to promote in
my three hermeneutic detours through the poetics of the possible (and, in
more depth and detail in The God Who May Be, Bloomington: Indiana Uni-
versity Press, 2001).

In triumphalist accounts of the Kingdom, the advent of the Messiah on
the last day is often described in militaristic terms—as sublimely apocalyptic
rather than lovingly vulnerable, as almighty rather than solicitous, as coercive
rather than caring, By contrast, the divine posse I am sponsoring here is more
healing than judgmental, more disposed to accept “the least of these” than to
meet out punishment and glory. If God can prevent evil from happening by
recreating the historical past, as a theologian like Peter Damian once sug-
gested, He is by implication a God of theodicy—namely, a God who has the
power to decide whether history unfolds as good or evil. To me, this sounds like
potestas rather than posse. A far cry from the divine power of the powerless Etty
Hillesum invokes, when she summons us to help God to be God in the face of
violence and war. A world away from the God of little things.

Sometimes I have been asked what would happen to the God of the
Possible if we were to destroy the earth? How can God'’s promise of a kingdom
on earth be fulfilled if there is no earth to come back to? What might be said of
the existence of God in such a scenario? There are a few observations I would
like to make here by way of conclusion, surmises which claim the poetic
license of a free imaginative variation!

First, I would say that as eternally perduring and constant (that is, as
faithful and attentive to us in each present moment ), God would live on as an
endless prornise of love and justice. This would be so even if we fail or frustrate
this covenant by denying its potential for historical fulfillment on earth. In this
case, God would be like a spouse abandoned by a spouse—to take up the
bride/bridegroom analogy from the Song of Songs. A lover forsaken. Or to
borrow a metaphor from Hildegard of Bingen, the posse would be like a tree
deprived of its greening (viriditas)."9 If denied its ultimate incarnation in the
last days, the possible God would be like a flowering seed arrested before it
could come to its full flourishing and fruition on the earth. It would still be
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adventurus, but no longer futurus. The divine advent would be deprived of an
historical, human future but would remain, in each moment, enduringly
faithful in spite of all. It would still be a “yes” in the face of our “no.”

Second, as eternal memory (past), the divine posse would preserve all
those eschatological “moments” from the past where the divine was incar-
nated in the flesh of the world every time (as Christ and Isaiah taught) some-
one gave a cup of cold water to someone else. In kairological as opposed to
merely chronological time, these instants would be eternally “repeated” in
divine remembrance. This would mark a revaluation of a line from Shake-
speare’s Julius Caesar, such that the good that men do lives after them—the
evil is interred with their bones. It would be in keeping with the repeated
assurances of the biblical deity to remember the faithful who lived and died in
history, for example: “Can a mother forget her infant, be without tenderness
for the child of her womb? Even should she forget, I will never forget you”
(Isaiah 49:14-15). And it would also be consonant with the contrary commit-
ment to erase the memory of evil: “The Lord is close to the broken hearted /
The Lord confronts the evildoers / To destroy remembrance of them from the
carth” (Psalms 34:16-19). There is then a deeply eschatological character to
the biblical injunction to “remember” (zakhor). And this character is what
translates God's mindfulness of creatures into a form of “anticipatory mermory”
{the term is Herbert Marcuse’s) which preserves a future for the past. As Psalm
105 tells us, “He remembers forever his covenant / which he made binding for
a thousand generations / which he entered into with Abraham” (vv. 8-9). In
other words, the promise made at the beginning of time is kept by the divine
posse as an “eternal” remembrance of both the historical past and present right
up to the parousia,

Thirdly and finally then, qua eternal advent (future), we might say that
even though world annihilation would have deprived the divine posse of its
future realization as a kingdom come on earth, we could not, by such an act of
self-destruction, deprive God of the possibility of starting over again, Nothing
good is impossible to God; and rebirth in the face of death is good. As in any
nuptial promise or pledge, each partner can speak for him/herself only: God
can only promise for God, not for us. We are entirely free to break off our part
of the promise at any time, And if we do, if we engage in collective self-
destruction (God forbid), why should God not have a “second chance”? Is not
posse, after all, the possibility of endless beginning?

‘ Oof c}ourse, the posse of the Kingdom is not justa promise for humanity asa
ll’llr:;v:l:':sa qccczgir(gﬁmz (t;?ebe rte'as;emb].ed as the mystical bgc}y of Christ on the
I;(;sse ciz’atlso and eg uall qPﬂréll;;;UFOtmn f;:fanflkephalamszs, regpitulation).
but not evil, will ge pge;elr)ved etergrlfl:ac‘ ulmque el W'hose singular good,
venturus«lille each glistening speck gf )q mt 'he recolle,c hop of the deu..s- ad:
plankton in the nocturnal wfkepof a shi;)u%d? i? \f:zlzlletts ot or cach glint of
refuse the possibility of each of thege recoilected and res oy he carth we also

esurrected selves return-
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ing to a “new heaven as new earth” on the last day. Such selves would return
with posse—as part of the eternal promise—but without the esse of a Sec-
ond Coming.

Several of the above remarks and conjectures find textual support, I be-
lieve, in the “Palestinian formula” of eschatological memory (eis anamnésin)
prevalent in late Jewish and early Christian literature. The formula finds one
of its earliest inscriptions in psalm 112, “the righteous will be for eternal
remembrance” (v. 6); and again in psalms 37 and 69, where the memory of
God refers not just to creatures remembering their Creator in rituals and litur-
gies, but also to the Creator recalling creatures, making the past present before
God in a sort of eternal re-presentation which endures into the future and
beyond. Likewise in Ecclesiasticus we find the repeated prayer that God might
mercifully remember his children. As the biblical commentator, Joachim
Jeremias, observes, such remembrance is an

effecting and creating event which is constantly fulfilling the eschatological
covenant promise . . . When the sinner “is not to be remembered” at the
resurrection, this means that he will have no part in it (Ps. Sol. 3.11). And
when God no longer remembers sin, he forgels it (Jer. 31.34; Heb. 8.12;
10.17), this means that he forgives it. God’s remembrance is always an
action in mercy or judgment.!!

The notion of eschatological memory is, as noted, also frequently wit-
nessed in New Testament literature where it takes the form of a double “repeti-
tion”—looking to past and future simultaneously. In the Eucharistic formula—
“do this in remembrance of me, eis tén emén anamnesin” (Luke 22:19 =
1 Corinthians 11:24)—the proper translation of the repetition-injunction, in
keeping with the Palestinian memorial formula, is this: “Do this so that God
may remember me.”12 The appeal to divine memory during the Eucharistic
sharing of bread and wine may be seen accordingly as an echo of the third
benediction of the grace after Passover meal, which asks God to remember the
Messiah—a benediction which is followed in turn with a petition for “the
remembrance of all thy people™: “May their remembrance come before thee,
for rescue, goodness . . . The remembrance of past suffering is thus tied to
the hope for the advent of the parousia—for Jews the entry of the Messiah to
Jerusalem; for Christians the return of Christ on the last day. The petition for
repetition—in the kairological rather than chronological sense—may be trans-
lated as: “God remembers the Messiah in that he causes the kingdom to break
in by the parousia.”*

This allusion to a bilateral temporality whereby divine memory recalls the
past as future, is further evidenced in Paul’s gloss on the Eucharistic remem-
brance formula: “For as often as you eat this bread and drink this cup, you
proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes, akhri ou elthéi” (1 Corinthians
11:23-26). Indeed the use of the subjunctive term akhri refers often in the
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New Testament to the arrival of the eschaton (Romans 11:25; 1 Corinthians
15:26; Luke 21:24). The crucial phrase here—“until he comes”—may thus be
read in light of the liturgical maranatha (Come, Lord!) invoked by the faithful
in their prayers for the coming of God. So rather than remembering the death
of God as no more than a historical event of the past, the remembrance
formula can be said to celebrate it as an eschatological advent—that is, as the
inauguration of a New Covenant.

This proclamation expresses the vicarious death of Jesus as the beginning of
the salvation time and prays for the coming of the consummation. As often
as the death of the Lord is proclaimed at the Lord’s supper, and the mara-
natha rises upwards, God is reminded of the unfulfilled climax of the work
of salvation until [the goal is reached, that] he comes. Paul has therefore

understood the anammnasis as the eschatological remembrance of God that
is to be realized in the parousia,ls

It is with this in mind that Luke speaks of the eschatological jubilation and
“gladness” (agalliasis) which characterizes the mealtimes of the earliest Chris-
tian communities (Acts 2:46).

In sum, the close rapport between the Eucharistic request for repetition
and the Passover ritual, suggest that for both Judaism and Christianity the
Kingdom advent is construed as 4 retrieval-forward of the past as future. The
remembrance formula might be interpreted accordingly as something like
this: “Keep gathering together in remembrance of me so that [ will remember
you by keeping my promise to bring about the consummation of love, justice
and joy in the parousia, Help me to be God!” Or as the Coptic version of the
formula goes; “May the Lord come . . . If any man is holy, let him come.
Maranatha. Amen.”

The above conjectures operate, for the most part, in the realm of herme-
neutical poetics which enjoys a certain imaginative liberty vis-a-vis the stric-
tures of theological dogma, speculative metaphysics and empirical physics.

Though, I hasten to add, a fruitfy] dialogue remains open with all three
disciplines.

Let me end with g final eschato]

ogical image from the poetics of the
Kingdom—the invitation to the feast.

“I'stand at the door and knock, says the
Lord. If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, [ will come in and sit down

to supper with him, and he with me.” The great thing about this promise of an
eschatological banquet is that ng one is excluded, The PostGod of posse
knocks not just twice but a thousand times—nay, infinitely, ceaselessly—until
there is no door unopened, no creature, however small or inconsequential, left
out in the cold, hungry, thirsty, uncared for, unloved, unredeemed. The Post-
God keeps knocking and calling and delivering the word until we open our-
selves to the message and the letter becomes spirit, the word flesh. And what is
this message? An invitation to the Kingdom, And what is the Kingdom? The
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Kingdom is a cup of cold water given to the least of these, it is bread and fishes
and wine given to the famished and un-housed, a good meal and (we are
promised) one hell of a good time lasting into the early hours of the morning. A
morning that never ends.
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