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Extra media nulla salus? Attempt at a theological synthesis

Abstract:

No matter which of tradition’s images for the church is used, she is always seen as a universal community, gathering all of humanity into unity with God and themselves. Historically this ecclesial dream has been taken to mean uniform domination and deteriorated into a nightmare. Does it have to be like that or is there a way to stay true to the anti-individualistic idea of universal communication without the trappings of Constantinism? If there is, it has never been more vital to do so than now in the age of the mass media and cyberspace. Today’s global society is structured by the mass media and that poses the same problem: unifying structures that aspire to bring about the dream of universal human communication pose the danger of creating the nightmare of cyber-Constantinism, which excludes all those who are victimized by the media and the dimension of bodily existence, and it perpetuates the unredeemed structure of human desire.
I start out with a banality: During the past years the media have become the most important agent of socialization and the creator of meaning for our contemporaries. Perceiving and cultivating human passions therefore has also become a matter of the politics of media. Global society can eventually only exist through the mass media. Since modern media-driven societies have “no mind”, the question of who will provide guidance for individuals and groups and channel human passions remains here, too, one of the important problems to be dealt with at the intersection of academic and public discourse. The most important element of such guidance is, according to P. Sloterdijk, the construction of social bodies as “self-stressing ensembles”, which ascertain their stability by utilizing scandals and permanently searching for scapegoats. Sloterdijk takes up that topic in a certain analogy to one used by Réne Girard. Girard talks about the theme of the scapegoat in a text and distinguishes that from the role of the scapegoat as structural principle of a text. Slodedijk writes: “In scandal the truth about the construction of mass society by the media is brought to light – yet just then we usually do not notice that because everyone is staring at the topic of the scandal and not looking to the mechanisms of the media.”

Well, what is the connection of this analysis with the question of religion (religio: the proper attachment)? And why have I used the ambivalent wording of an ecclesiological profession of faith that attaches eternal salvation with membership in the ecclesial community?


Sloterdijk seems to answer these questions himself, however in an ironically broken way. “If we only were like the churches, then we would be spared the impression that society has no real inner cohesion, which is true by the way, rather we would be the limbs of a communitarian mega-body.” He even talks about a “nice ecclesiological phantasm” in this context. By that he aims at the dream of organizing modern societies on the model of the churches. However, how he conceives of that is revealed in his nonchalant remark that the consequence of it would be like “the telephone company at the same time being the content-provider of democracy”; thus a social body, self-regulating through cycles of stress and release, in which conscious human action plays – actually – a secondary role because self-regulation is to be seen as a conglomeration of institution and event? The analogies to ecclesiological themes are baffling. At least the Catholic theologian will detect in the hints just quoted traces of a “theologie maudite”, of a heretical, even cursed theology.


In the context of mimetic theory the question of curses, heresy and the Diabolic has not at all the status of being finally answered and put aside. According to Girard’s reading of the Book of Job, we must say: In the eyes of his friends Job was a theologien maudit. His cursed theology, however, could become the path leading toward the hidden victim and discovering the scapegoat which became the structural principle of a culture within which orthodox theologians did argue. In the same vein let me now – aided by mimetic theory and Innsbruck Dramatic Theology – attempt a fragment of a dialogue about basic ecclesiological truths; it is supposed to be a dialogue between the theology of the Church and the ecclesiologie maudit: the implicit theology of the religion of the media. But who is Job and who are his friends in this context?

1. Salvation in the Church: Outlines of a (nevertheless) anthropological truth

The inner-catholic arguments about what image is the primary metaphor for the Church: Body of Christ, People of God, or Community should not make us oblivious to the fact that they share an underlying common perspective. This perspective focuses on the profession of faith in the mystery of the unity of Father, Son and Spirit, and God’s universal salvific will that integrates humanity into the Trinitarian unity for the purpose of human salvation. Both the relations among the Trinitarian persons and the divine salvific will we could – if need arose – describe as “passionate” relationships; yet, they are passions that do not originate in mimetically structured desire. (There is a, however weak, analogy for that in Deceit, Desire and the Novel, where Girard detects in the later Stendahl a “true passion” which his characters reach after desire has ceased.) Because God’s salvific will does not fall into the category of desire it is not “a mere possibility” and an offer for humanity that is separate from God. By definition it is already a reality. It prevails in history and at present, however, non-violently. (This form of God’s passion within the history of salvation has always been expressed by concepts of empathy, of com-passion.)


God’s universal salvific will is not primarily addressed to individuals, who first have been constituted, are then saved individually and only subsequently gathered into the social fabric of a religious community. On the contrary the Second Vatican Council teaches: “God, however, does not make men holy and save them merely as individuals, without bond or link between one another. Rather has it pleased Him to bring men together as one people, a people which acknowledges Him in truth and serves Him in holiness.” (LG 9) The image of the People of God, as well as that of the Body of Christ and even more so that of the Community are permeated by one and the same anti-individualistic logic. God does indeed call everyone by his or her own name, yet He does not call an isolated individual, and it is impossible limit the relationship God enters into with a human person to the outside word that addresses that person. Therefore God hardly can be described as analogous to a content-provider. Because God Himself is the epitome of passionate communication, His self-com​muni​ca​tion establishes communication among human persons. It is only here that we can say – and here without any restriction – the medium is the message! However, God’s relation, which is free of mimetically structured desire, “materializes” in the passionate and mimetically structured relations human persons enter into with one another, in common histories of life – often written in blood and tears – in contextual traditions, all-too ambivalent symbols and institutions. Human persons of all races and classes, all layers and groups of society, and of all skin colors are ever again gathered into a new community of passionate communication by this passionate and universal salvific will of God’s.


This universal salvific will of God’s “materializes” in many – conflictive – human biographies and histories, especially in the history of the People of Israel, but finally it is incarnated in God’s Son. The Word becomes flesh. But even here he becomes not an isolated individual. “For by His incarnation the Son of God has united Himself in some fashion with every man.” (GS 22) This unity – like all history of divine-human communication – also aims at the perception and cultivation of human passions. It does not aim at the annihilation of passions, but at their transformation into true passion: a passion that only arises, when desire is extinguished. (The theological concept of heaven implies “fruitio”, but not “appetitio”, desire).


Jesus’ main aim was to gather people into a new community in which touching and caressing, (luscious) eating and drinking, embracing the members and inviting cast-outs were routine behavior. These materialized symbols of empathy are by no means secondary. They are not some additional ornamentation of an already concluded message about a social body, which above all is virtuous and passionless. No: They are not a superficial advertisement, they are the content of the mesage; a content that cannot be separated from its messenger because of the interactions involved. Here the dictum: the medium is the message, is unrestrictedly valid. The concrete man Jesus of Nazareth in his passion for the communicating God (a passion that does not arise from mimetic desire, but from participation – though participation is an aspect of mimesis as well) and in his passion for all human beings (his empathy, his com-passion) is the epitome of the Good News.


His biography on earth ends in the blind alley of a passionate gathering against him. Yet this epitome of wrath and hate, of envy and the spirit of mimetic rivalry against the prevailing universal salvific will of God does not put into question the medium or the message. Jesus’ adversaries, blinded by their passions, seized his body, tortured and killed him. Yet, Jesus allowed himself to be hit by those passions reduced to violence; even more: in his dying he does as he has done all his life. Even here it is unrestrictedly true: the medium is the message. And in that very fact we can realize that it is not against human passions that God’s universal salvific will and his passion for humanity (his empathy, his com-passion) prevails, it is through the medium of these passions.


Sustained by the passion for the Father of pure love, Jesus, in the Spirit of unconditional forgiveness, suffers the death imposed on him. How can he do that? Because Jesus’ relation to his God had become the innermost core of his own self-experience and of his own person he became independent of mimetic projections, and therefore his passion for God and humans can be absolutely non-violent even in the situation of the utmost eruption of violence. Because divine passion descends – in the truest sense of the word – into the blind alleys of human passions that are governed by mimetic desires and transforms these blind alleys toward new life (a life that again is materialized in the interactions among the risen Lord and the Spirit), the community of the church begins to form: as a body. This body comes to existence in the context of social stress-cycles, but it is not their effect. The church as a body thus does not stand in direct continuity with a “social body self-regulating by cycles of stress and release”. Direct human action (in analogy to modern media-structured society) does only play a secondary part in it. But the reason for that is (and here the analogy ends) that the ecclesial community, which overcomes individualism, comes about by Christ’s identification with the acting human persons. For Christ perceives them in the first place as victims of mimetic desire, victims of their own and other people’s passions, victims of deeds and misdeeds, and victims of sin. By his conscious identification with all victims and his acting in their place he transforms the destruction directed toward him into the spirit of self-giving toward God and one another.


The Catholic Church views both the institutional ecclesial community and the celebrated Eucharist as the most clear signs and instruments of this divine will of communication. Thus ,here too, we have two elements – event and institution – but they are not merely beside one another, nor are they ranked according to superiority (for example: the institution being the precondition for the event); they rather mesh with each other because they both spring up from the same anti-individualistic logic. But what do church members do, when they communicate with each other? Do they create the social body, the body of Christ, the people of God or the communion? No! The more and the more intensely they communicate by universalizing the process of their communication step by step, gradually including all dimensions of life (therefore also all passions), all social realms, eventually all human persons of all faiths and cultures, they merely serve (voluntarily or involuntarily) the salvific will of God. By their mimetically structured acting and desiring they create situations that then God can transform by His passionate, yet non-violent (because not springing up from mimetic desire) and integrative relationship toward the other (humanity). But there is also an inverse process. Because church members also suffer the breaking-off of communication, cause it actively, confuse successful processes of communication with processes of exclusion, and because they try to deal with these victimizations by moral​izing criticism, they merely write crooked lines of history, they build cultural monuments but cloud the divine process of gathering people. Here again the same logic applies: By his conscious identification with all victims and his acting in their place Christ transforms the destruction, which is in a last resort directed against him, into the spirit of self-giving toward God and one another. Now, where do my considerations aim, especially in the context of a global society created by the mass media?


Of course they aim toward an accurate perception and cultivation of human passions; but also toward a sensitivity for the fact that, in spite of all cultivation, there will be eruptions which may be seen in analogy to the passion of Christ. Their power to establish a community cannot derive from the stress-cycle alone, but from the trust in the transforming power of the true passion of the Word Incarnate. Above all, however, it originates in the conscious downgrading of the significance of human action for the social process of governing individuals or groups. An ecclesial community, understood in the proposed dramatic way, is conscious of one danger above all: The hope for universal communication, which is nourished by God’s passion for humanity and his universal salvific will, can deteriorate into sin and idolatry by transgressing particularities! In the dream of Constantine, dreamed quite often, the church herself absorbed most cultures and religions and pretended to be “God’s only religious form” in history. As paradoxical as it might sound: by doing so the church gradually debased the traces of God’s acting in the world, which had materialized in various ways, in favor of her own ecclesial acting, very much in accordance with the motto that we discuss here: extra ecclesiam nulla salus! The mystery of God’s universal salvific will thus mutated into a social mechanism of exclusion. Because of that historical experience the present-day church can interpret her own diaspora-situation and the attempts of the theologiens maudits to ingratiate themselves with her. She is a social body, but she herself rejects the ideal of organizing modern society on the model of the church. There she is herself the most prominent opponent of Sloderdijk’s ironic “nice ecclesiological phantasm”.


Yet, because of that very historical experience – and this is even more important in our current debate on cultural politics –, the church will voice criticism of all cultural systems that present themselves as omnipotent, including that of media-structured society with its claim: extra media nulla vita nec salus! 
2. Inherent Laws, Dreams and Nightmares of the Global Society

How will the cultural theorist respond to the theologian who is already critical of the media society? He will try to bring him down to reality and remind him of the following: it was not God’s universal salvific will, nor its ecclesial presence that brought global society about. The honor of that title belongs neither to religious faith nor to the political attempts at global unity but to modern information technology and the free market with its inherent laws. This “invisible hand“ has gradually replaced the visible hand of politics during the past 30 years, the images created by the new media have replaced the words and sacraments of classical religion. Faith in the significance of the laws inherent in computer systems and satellite programs has not only replaced the faith in a God who acts in this world in political philosophy, social science and even in theology (which is so fascinated by system theory), it has also replaced faith in a humanity that shapes the history of our world. As paradoxical as it may sound: the media theorist, the theologien maudit, is playing the part of the friends of Job in our world; his rationality has become the status of “orthodox theology” in global society.  


So it is the media society in the first place (and not God with His universal salvific will) that presents itself to our contemporaries as a given, as an “electronica et oeconomica Quasi-Catholica”: an apparent universal (catholic) unity, since it absorbs cultures, religions and individuals into a new “religio” (proper attachment). What the church has not achieved during the times when Constantinism was in full bloom, the media society seems to accomplish now. Everywhere in the world and at all times the decisive factor of socialization of the global culture – the commercialized new media – overcomes frontiers and barriers; human persons of all races and classes, all layers and groups of society are, voluntarily or involuntarily, gathered into one and the same globally pas​sion​ate community. Cyberspace as God’s only religious form?


Under whose banner does this globalization of world society through the mass media take place? – the theologian will ask. What about the victims of that society? And: What added value does it contribute to the perception and cultivation of human passions? Viewing, as a theologian, the dreams and hopes that accompany the rise of the media society, one gets envious at first and tends to measure one’s own theology against the utopias of the media society. Already in the 1960s the literary scholar and media theorist Marshall McLuhan not only dreamed of Catholicism being the religion of the future, but also of “a Pentecostal condition of universal understanding and unity” brought about by the modern media, above all by computerization. Howard Rheingold ten years ago gave witness to his unwavering trust in cyberspace being the decisive breakthrough for global democracy. And Nikolas Negroponte in 1995 sang his song on the new epoch: “While the politicians struggle with the baggage of history, a new generation is emerging from the digital landscape free of many of the old prejudices. These kids are released from the limitation of geographic proximity as the sole basis of friendship, collaboration, play, and neighborhood. Digital technology can be a natural force drawing people into greater world harmony.” “Being digital” also is the title of his work. And what about “passions”?


They are a topic, in fact they are the theme par excellence of media communication. Their powers are invoked. Nevertheless the dreams of “universal unity” are grounded in the idea of a mechanical inter-linkage between people and a quasi-automatic harmony of human desire as a result of that. In spite of all catastrophes and breakdowns the same dream is dreamed all the time. And what might that be? When we approach the dream directly on the most recent level of our everyday experiences with cyberspace, we’ll have to say that the fascination of cyberspace lies in the fact that it makes institutions, but also market mechanisms and even the interlinking of all realms of communication through the media themselves, appear as mere preconditions for the individual’s experience of freedom. As paradoxical as it may seem: electronically interlinked, human persons there become even more like individuals. The reason for the fascination therefore is very old: the seduction by the wish to be autonomous; by releasing human desire at the same time. Cyberspace turns the traditional roles of institutions upside down and puts them unreservedly to the service of individual desire. The human person may experience him/herself as the creator of his/her own – however in a last resort – de-materialized world. In Cyberspace! Everyone can be his own God there. “Everyone’s privatizing enjoyment of everything” as destiny and fulfillment of all human appetitio? The true passion in the context of the fruitio of heaven? You wish!


Cyberspace indeed makes humans the creators of their lives, thus they become their own Gods. But that is the very reason why it incites envy and rivalry. Above all it creates the perception of scarcity anew all the time. It was inexpensive cyberspace that created the most expensive, because most scarce, product of humanity: attention. What is the use of the ennoblement of the profundior et universalior appetitio with divine predicates, when there are no more adorers!


The emphatic trust that biographies and traditions can be chosen and patched together by the individual at will and that the “web” is merely the precondition for that is matched by a contrary experience: more and more people define themselves as victims within that global society shaped by the mass media. Global society is also more and more being contaminated by the release of resentments. Destructive passions are growing exponentially. That is because human persons have been rolled over by this new religion, but also because victims have long ago found their role as catalysts for self-fashioning and as mimetic models in this public realm structured by the media. The unbearable tension between the programmatic trust and the factual experience is released by the ritual of accusation and the hunt for scapegoats. Even in cyberspace this strategy is not only the universal solution for all crises and breakdowns; for the electronica religio it has become THE way of reducing complexity and cultivating destructive passions. So far Sloterdijk is right when he claims that the global society creating itself through the mass media is merely a “social body self-regulating by cycles of stress and release”.


As paradoxical as it may sound: While the global society which was created through the mass media by its global mechanisms and webs of communication has brought about a common history of humankind, at the same time it has atomized its members and made them lonely. Above all, however, it offers no solution to the experiment it has started of globalizing envy, jealousy, mimetic rivalry and resentment.


To this as yet unredeemed paradox not only hopes but also technological attempts try to latch on, attempting to fashion the interface between the human and the machine more and more on the model of the machine, in order to realize the hope for a technologically generated symbiosis of humanity. Already McLuhan viewed the computer as an extension of the human nervous system; the various forms of a “cyborgization” of the human body that have already become commonplace inspire hope for a direct connection of our nervous pathways with computers.


The potential knowledge available in cyberspace is already now called “noo-sphere” in utopian literature, an expression used by McLuhan, but first by P. Theilhard de Chardin in the context of his mystical visions of the evolutionary development of humanity in Christ. Utopian literature talks a lot about interlinking human brains and the immediate exchange of information from brain to brain. The belief that by direct access to the nervous system we can create a flow of data that generates a new form of reality which we can no longer distinguish from our everyday – sensually experienced – reality leads this kind of thinking on toward a new step of technically motivated faith in evolution. Loosened from its bodily and material conditions, humanity will one day find harmony. For the moment, however, all visions of the post-biological era end at the idea of an electronically guaranteed immortality (Marvin Minsky: everyone of us will be able to “create a back-up copy of him/herself” and that way attains “the chance of eternal life”).


These dreams, however, overlook the fact that such an immortalization of human consciousness also immortalizes its unredeemed properties, the consciousness of rivalry, envy and competitiveness. Tradition knew that blind alley of thinking already in the image of the “demon”. Demons were seen as spirits who, bereft of their bodies, could not live out their passions. Therefore they were supposed to materialize ever again in human bodies. Such materializing was supposed to be the real cause for social upheavals, for cycles of stress and release by which the social body regulated itself. Without realizing it, we have arrived at the rationality of the ecclesiologie maudite: the witch-hunt. The most extreme utopia ends where utopian dreams have ended oftentimes before: at the nightmare of the violent calling into question of, here even the violent self-abolition of, humanity.

3. And the Alternatives? 

Is there an alternative way? Sloterdijk is skeptical of Girard thesis that the Biblical fountain “is still the best immunization of the soul against the epidemics of fashionable malice”. He does not trust in the faith of Job calling: I know that my Redeemer liveth! He seems to surrender to the banality of “self-governing by stress and release”, to a technologically ever better versed scapegoating culture. His attempt at reconstructing Nietzsche’s ethical project to supersede the gospel by a new ethics fails to change that. Neither will his dream of a direct genetic manipulation of humanity escape the dilemma of human desire released, unless for the price of human self-abolition. His theologie maudite can name scandal as the principle that structures global society created by the mass media, it cannot unhinge it. That’s simply because it is scandalized by it, too. (Therefore it is not by chance that this very philosopher has been advancing to become the “philosopher in residence” of mass-media events in the German-speaking countries.)


And what is a theologian to say to that (apart from the fact that he is gripped by envy of the media star)?


A theologian worthy of that name needs to save neither the world nor the global society created by the mass media, nor does he have to save humanity from self-abolition. Like Job he has to confess: I know that my Redeemer liveth! This description of his tasks alleviates his burden considerably! Because the church as a believing community links fundamental experiences of salvation to God, she frees her members from destructive utopias of salvation and enables them to see even the most modern media – for example cyberspace – for what they are: Empty spaces of communication in which humans’ anxieties and hopes, their passions, deeds and misdeeds are mirrored, mimetically multiplied and turned back to exercise power – liberating or humiliating – on humans. That way the theologian contributes to de-my​tholo​giz​ing the media and proves this type of religio (exactly with respect to its normative aspect: to gather people) as a religio falsa. Because of that he/she can afford the luxury of reminding people of old basic truths and thereby of naming the anthropological problems of the theologie maudite.

From the beginning, theology has sought after the point of access for human religiosity (the right attachment) in the basic structure of human desire. Humans’ “profundior et universalior appetitio” and its direction toward something other, or Someone other, were seen and acknowledged as the precondition for religiosity, as reason for the experience of imperfection (and being unredeemed), as cause of conflicts, but also as the source of reconciliation. Within this framework the problem of passions was discussed. Religions and pseudo-religions were distinguished by the way they perceived and judged desire and allowed its satisfaction, and by the way they believed. Religions whose gods were simply tossed about by their own desires and passions, and therefore were dominated by envy and competition, were deemed false religions, and their gods false gods, by tradition. Humanity’s technological advancements up to cyberspace did not change that basic truth. For that reason it remains necessary to confront this type of religiosity with faith in a God who – although above all desires – descends voluntarily into the world of human “profundior et universalior appetitio”, submits himself to those passions, becomes a victim of rivalry and envy in order to reveal through this process what is true fulfillment of desire, and to redeem humanity from the trap of mimetic desire. By emptying Himself in this way this God outwits human desire! Only the liberated human person is able, when immersing in cyberspace, to meet other human persons there; only a person integrated into a community of persons is able to perceive words and images, and also the dramatic depictions of human interaction in cyberspace, as symbols indicating human persons made of flesh and blood, and as urging them toward a real encounter.







Translated by Dr. Nikolaus Wandinger 
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