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CATASTROPHE AND CONVERSION 
POLITICAL THINKING FOR THE NEW MILLENNIUM 

 

COV&R-Conference June 18-22, 2008,  
University of California, Riverside 

Call for Papers 
Deadline for submission of paper proposals:  

January 18, 2008 
This conference will address many issues of current concern
in the humanities, arts, and social sciences. The idea that we
live in a world ever more susceptible to the ravages of man-
made catastrophes is linked with the religious notion of con-
version as a metaphor for the changes in attitude and outlook
that will be required in order to survive in increasingly uncer-
tain times. In a post-9/11 world, the static logic of mutually
assured destruction has been replaced by a dynamic, asym-
metrical threat emerging from the shadows. At any moment a
catastrophe could occur, without warning and without re-
dress. Our ability to prepare for and cope with this new threat
is one of the great political and social challenges of the
twenty-first century. This conference will thus deal with ways
of understanding the root causes of violence,
                                                                       continued on p. 3



 

COV&R Bulletin No. 31 (October 2007) 

 

2

COV&R AT THE AAR/SBL IN SAN DIEGO, CALIFORNIA 

Saturday, November 17, 2007, 9:00-11:30 a.m. 
Grand Hyatt Hotel – Connaught Room 

9:00 a.m.: “‘Sacrifice’ in Harry Potter from a Girardian perspective”, Paper by Nikolaus 
WANDINGER,  Institut für Systematische Theologie, University of Innsbruck 

Responding: Matthew G. CONDON, Indiana University Purdue University Indianapolis 
Paper synopsis: 
René GIRARD and his mimetic theory have undergone an interesting development with respect

to the category of sacrifice. While the early GIRARD saw sacrifice as a development within the 
scapegoat-mechanism, he later came to distinguish two types of sacrifice: one being part of 
scapegoating and belonging to pre-Biblical religion; the other being the sacrifice of self-offering 
and conforming to the act of Jesus of Nazareth. That way GIRARD could uphold his earlier analy-
ses about pre-Christian sacrifice and still accept the Christian teaching that Jesus’ death was in-
deed a sacrifice, yet of a different kind.  As it happens, the popular Harry Potter series of novels, 
which was concluded this past July with the publication of the seventh and final volume, is suf-
fused with the language of sacrifice: beginning with Harry’s mother giving her life for her son
and ending with Harry “self-sacrificing” himself in order to destroy the evil Lord Voldemort. The
question is: what type of sacrifice do the popular novels espouse? Are they pre-Christian, Chris-
tian, or a syncretism of any kind? In my paper I will argue that J. K. ROWLING’S novels do propa-
gate a Christian conception of sacrifice, while depicting perversions of it as well. I will look at 
the novels from a theological perspective, presupposing and relying on GIRARD’S developed idea 
of sacrifice. By illustrating conceptions of sacrifice with pivotal scenes from the novels I will ar-
gue that these novels indeed espouse a late-Girardian – or, if you will, Christian – view of sacri-
fice. In my presentation I will draw on material by Paul NUECHTERLEIN and engage with some of 
his ideas. 
10:10 a.m.:  Break 
10:20 a.m.: Book discussion: Stricken By God: Non-Violent Identification and the Victory of 
Christ. Brad Jersak and Michael Hardin, Eds.  Eerdmans Press, 2007. 

Panelists: John PHELAN, North Park Seminary, Tony BARTLETT, Bexsley Hall Episcopal Di-
vinity School, S. Mark HEIM, Andover Newton Theological Seminary, Marit TRELSTAD, Pacific 
Lutheran University. 

Panel synopsis:  Our session will focus on the new book Stricken by God? Nonviolent Identi-
fication and the Victory of Christ and the growing and creative use made of the mimetic theory in
discussions about the atoning work of Jesus Christ. Sacrificial theories of the atonement have
long held sway, particularly in America.  New non-sacrificial models of atonement grounded in 
insights from the mimetic theory open up the anthropological matrix of violence in relation to the 
life and death of Jesus and the revelation of the non-retributive God. 

 
The Colloquium on Violence and Religion at the AAR is coordinated by Martha Reineke,

University of Northern Iowa.  Questions: contact martha.reineke@uni.edu 
 
Please make an effort to share news of the COV&R program at the AAR with your col-

leagues.  Experient Inc., which created the print program for the AAR meeting, did not in-
clude our meeting in the print program (an error on their part).  As a consequence, we will 
need to make an extra effort to inform our colleagues of the meeting. 

Martha Reineke
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COV&R AWARDS AND GRANTS 

Raymund Schwager Memorial Award 
To honor the memory of Raymund SCHWAGER, SJ (� 2004), the Colloquium on Violence and Re-
ligion is offering an award of $ 1,000 shared by up to three persons for the three best papers given
by graduate students at the COV&R 2008 meeting in Riverside, CA. 
Students presenting papers at the conference are invited to apply for the Raymund Schwager 
Memorial Award by sending a letter to that effect and the full text of their paper (in English,
maximum length: 10 pages) in an e-mail attachment to Robert Doran, organizer of COV&R 2008 
and chair of the three-person COV&R Awards Committee (covr08@ucr.edu).  
Duedate for submission: April 18, 2008. Winners will be announced in the conference program. 
Prize-winning essays will be considered for publication in Contagion. 

COV&R Travel Grants 
Travel grants to attend COV&R 08 are available for graduate students or independent scholars
who are first-time attendees of the COV&R conference. Write a letter of application accompa-
nied by a letter of recommendation by a COV&R member to that effect to the Executive Sec-
retary, Ann Astell (aastell@nd.edu). The board will sponsor the attendance of up to three persons 
with normally an amount of $ 200, maximum $ 300 each. The officers of COV&R will base their 
decision above all on the need of the suggested persons.

 
with particular emphasis on the anthropological 
and sociological dimensions of conflict, and on 
the theories of René GIRARD. 
Topics for papers and/or panels may include (but 
are not limited to): 
� Media and Catastrophe 
� Terrorism and Sacrifice 
� The Ethics of Peace 
� Political Anthropology 
� Film and Disaster 
� The Politics of Catastrophe 
� Islam and the West 
� Religious and Political Conversion  
� Democracy and Genocide  
� Technology and Catastrophe 
� Trauma and Catastrophe 
� Catastrophe in Literature and Art  
� Christianity and the Apocalypse  
� Science Fiction and the Future of Catastro-

phe 
� Catastrophe and the End of History  
� The Clash of Civilizations  
� World Religion and Catastrophe 
� Conversion Narratives and Catastrophe  
� The Anthropology of Violence 

Please submit paper abstract (150-200 
words) with short bio to: covr08@ucr.edu 

 
Robert Doran 

LETTER FROM THE PRESIDENT 
This letter begins with some words of thanks. 
First of all I express my thanks to the organizers 
of this year’s conference in the Netherlands. 
Thérèse ONDERDENWIJNGAARD, André LAS-
CARIS, Simon SIMONSE, Michael ELIAS, Wim 
HAAN, Laura STOORVOGEL and some more col-
leagues and helpers did a marvellous job leading 
to a well-organized, stimulating and good confer-
ence. A second word of thanks goes to Sandor 
GOODHART, our former president who led us for 
the past four years and helped us to make 
COV&R a more solid scholarly group. Among 
his many achievements I like to mention espe-
cially all his efforts for COV&R being granted 
not-for-profit status in the U.S. This allows us to 
undertake new tasks and developments. Sandy 
will continue his work in this regard as our newly 
appointed fundraising coordinator. He also con-
tributed as a scholar in many fruitful ways to the 
flourishing of our group. His focus on Judaism 
and Jewish philosophy regarding mimetic theory 
has broadened our view and I am sure he will 
continue to support us in this regard. I fully agree 
with his appeal in the previous issue of the Bulle-
tin that COV&R needs to continue an under-
standing of mimetic theory that remains open to 
different religions and world views. 

This year’s conference was somewhat unique 
because for the first time René and Martha 
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GIRARD were not able to participate. Fortunately 
René has prepared us very well to continue our 
work regarding mimetic theory without his own 
presence. He never directed or managed the work 
of COV&R. This modesty enabled us from the 
very beginning to stand on our own feet and to 
continue his approach in a fruitful manner. Nev-
ertheless, we are all looking forward to meet him 
again at our forthcoming conference in Riverside 
(California) next June. 

This year’s conference mirrored to a certain 
degree the political tensions governing our con-
temporary world. Recent acts of violence – like 
the murder of Theo VAN GOGH – have made some 
of our current global problems especially visible 
in the Netherlands. During the conference many 
discussions during breaks and after the official 
program showed me that we need to work on 
some of the current issues more closely. I par-
ticularly think that scholars trained in mimetic 
theory should begin to reflect on Islam. It is im-
portant to get a profound knowledge of this relig-
ion to which more than a billion believers belong. 
Unfortunately recent terrorist acts by Muslim ex-
tremists increased islamophobia in the West, of-
ten identifying this religion with nothing but a 
warmongering ideology. Drawing this conclu-
sion, however, easily results in an attitude that 
may force more and more Muslims towards ex-
tremism. Negative reciprocity – the result of a 
destructive type of a self-fulfilling prophecy – 
may lead to a very dangerous clash of civiliza-
tions. I think such a development has to be pre-
vented. An unbiased view of Islam and an open 
Western society that allows Muslims to live a 
public religious life inside the framework of de-
mocracy and the protection of human rights will 
hopefully strengthen steps towards a more peace-
ful world. 

Also our focus on the Israel-Palestine-conflict 
that was initiated by Raymund SCHWAGER in 
2003 provided new insights during this year’s 
annual meeting. This time four experts from the 
area contributed to the debate: David BUKAY 
(University of Haifa), Walid SALEM (Panorama 
Centre for Human Rights and Community De-
velopment in Jerusalem), Izhak SCHNELL (Uni-
versity of Tel Aviv) and Ramzi SULEIMAN (Uni-
versity of Haifa). Their statements showed us 
how severe the conflict still is and how difficult it 
will be to create peace in this troubled area of our 
world. The most remarkable statement was ex-

pressed by Walid SALEM, who claimed that all 
the involved parties more or less are in agreement 
with each other that a two-state solution will be 
an important part of a peaceful settlement of the 
conflict. The problem, however, is that there is 
not yet any agreement on the way to achieve this 
goal. A deep lack of trust between the involved 
parties currently prevents steps towards such a 
solution. Our forthcoming conference at River-
side will give us the opportunity to focus on this 
conflict from the perspective of mimetic theory. 
Several members of our group are going to re-
flect on the contributions that were made by ex-
perts from the area during our last four confer-
ences. Hopefully our approach from mimetic 
theory allows us to make a modest contribution 
toward strengthening peace. 

We are happy to announce that for the year 
2009 Michael KIRWAN from London will be the 
host of the annual meeting. Concerning our meet-
ings in the following years we have not yet made 
any decisions. I would therefore like to encour-
age you to make proposals to the Board of 
COV&R. Please write to Ann ASTELL – our 
newly elected executive secretary – or to me if 
you are considering to invite COV&R to your 
place. 

Wolfgang Palaver, President of COV&R 

A NOTE FROM THE 
EXECUTIVE SECRETARY 

Like all of us, I imagine, I left the convention 
center (“Kontakt der Kontinenten”) in Soester-
berg, The Netherlands, after the COV&R meet-
ing this year in a thoughtful mood, savoring the 
many impressions and rich experiences we had 
shared together. It was the first annual meeting of 
the Colloquium at which René and Martha 
GIRARD could not be present. As the proverb 
goes, “the great absent one is the one most pre-
sent,” for we spoke often of them and missed 
them. Perhaps (as Thomas RYBA suggested to 
Sandor GOODHART and me) the shared feeling of 
being a little “orphaned” (despite the warm and 
caring efforts of our wonderful hosts, the beauty 
of the encounter place, and the cherished friend-
liness of our group as a whole) added sensibly to 
our sustained reflections on “vulnerability and 
tolerance.” 

As has been the case in the other COV&R 
meetings I have attended—those held in Antwerp 
(2001), West Lafayette (2002), Innsbruck (2003), 
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Ghost Ranch (2004), Koblenz-Schönstatt (2005), 
and Ottawa (2006)—the chosen theme of the 
2007 meeting was an apt expression of the spe-
cific place, the environment, in which we gath-
ered. As we came to understand, through presen-
tation after presentation (beginning with the ple-
nary session address by Ian BURUMA, author of 
Murder in Amsterdam), The Netherlands is a 
country whose social and political identity, espe-
cially since the ravages of World War II, have 
been shaped both by the quest for an enlightened 
tolerance of religious, ethnic, and cultural differ-
ences and by the painful reality of personal and 
collective vulnerability to intolerance. The rele-
vance and applicability of mimetic theory not 
only to the current situation in The Netherlands, 
but also to the ongoing Israeli-Palestinian strug-
gle (discussed in two different sessions), were 
made acutely clear. 

Rather than writing more about the proceed-
ings of the conference itself (since Niki 
WANDINGER has surely enlisted others to do 
that), I choose to relate a personal anecdote that 
offers an uncanny comment on the conference 
theme. As many of you know, I gave a paper on 
the Jewish-Catholic saint, Edith STEIN (1891-
1942), at the COV&R conference. Since Edith 
had lived in a Carmelite convent in Echt, Hol-
land, where she and her sister Rosa were arrested 
by the Gestapo, I decided (with some kind help 
from Thérèse ONDERDENWIJNGAARD, Wiel 
EGGEN, and Fr. André LASCARIS, O.P.) to travel 
to Echt, to visit the Carmel.  

The journey to the south took me by “slow-
train” through a verdant countryside, beautiful 
with its woodlands, bike-trails, and pastures. Echt 
itself is a peaceful, little town—not the sort of 
place that one can easily imagine to have been 
vulnerable to attack. When STEIN first arrived 
there, in 1940, it had indeed been a place of ref-
uge and shelter for her in her flight from the Nazi 
danger in Cologne, but that condition of safety 
had changed all too quickly. I walked down the 
narrow street where the Gestapo vehicle had 
driven. I entered the doorway through which the 
Nazi officers had passed. I spoke and prayed with 
the nuns who continue living even today, as 
Edith STEIN (Sister Teresa Benedicta a Cruce) 
had lived. It was (not unlike the earlier visit to 
the Anne Frank House in Amsterdam) a deeply 
moving experience. 

While in Echt, I stayed overnight at the only 
hotel in town, a Bavarian Inn right across from 
the train station. I was, it seems, the only guest 
that night. The next day I was able to have a 
long, thoughtful conversation over breakfast with 
the young woman who, together with her hus-
band, owned the hotel. She told me that her fam-
ily had recently moved back to Echt from a city, 
an hour’s drive away, where they had been liv-
ing. “It was hard to say good-by to friends,” she 
confessed, “but we are glad we decided to come 
here, especially for the sake of our children.” 

She explained that the schoolchildren in Echt 
were well-behaved, respectful of one another and 
of their teachers, whereas in the previous school, 
there had been an atmosphere of violence—
verbal and physical—among the children. She 
reported that her little daughter had been told by 
another child in the kindergarten, “‘Allah says 
that all the [non-Muslim] women will be killed.’” 
My host went on to say (without any prompting 
from me, yet in words startlingly familiar to a 
student of mimetic theory), “Everyone watches 
what their neighbor does. Everyone does what 
they see the others doing, buys what the neighbor 
buys. No one acts out of his or her own desire, 
own values, anymore.” 

The words of this young Dutch wife and 
mother have haunted me ever since in their mov-
ing witness to the rootlessness, the decentered-
ness, that has made people today of all races and 
creeds increasingly vulnerable to a violent, de-
monic mimesis. Poignant, too, was her reminder 
of the violence children face in schools, not only 
in The Netherlands but everywhere. (Here in the 
United States, we think immediately of the kill-
ing and suicides at Columbine High School and 
at Virginia Tech) 

I wonder: what would it take to act truly out of 
one’s own desire?  

I wonder about the special applicability of 
mimetic theory to children and teens. The so-
called “peer-pressure” has always been a factor in 
their mimesis of others, but what about the in-
creasingly strong turn among children to violence 
in the schools?  

I wonder about the resources within Islam, Ju-
daism, and Christianity to stem the tide of vio-
lence. 

This is not the place to attempt to answer these 
and the other questions with which the meeting in 
The Netherlands has left us and me personally. I 
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only wish to express my gratitude to the Collo-
quium for being a circle in which serious ques-
tions can be raised and discussed in an atmos-
phere of unparalleled openness, earnestness, in-
tellectual depth, and security. 

Ann Astell 

REPORTS ON CONFERENCES AND EVENTS  

A Reflection on the COV&R Conference,  
Amsterdam 2007  

The theme of the highly successful Amsterdam 
conference was “Vulnerability and Tolerance,” 
but tended to be just as much about whether there 
is a clash of civilisations. The overall great suc-
cess was that one managed to convey the local 
tragedies in Holland (the killings of Theo VAN 
GOGH and Pim FORTUYN) into a general and uni-
versal drama of scapegoating and violence of our 
time. 

Before the specific lectures COV&R presi-
dent, Sandor GOODHART gave a splendid intro-
duction to mimetic theory. This summary laid a 
foundation for the rest of the conference. The 
presentation this year was anthropological; on 
how mimetic theory deals with difference, calling 
violence “difference gone wrong.” Mr. GOOD-
HART’S yearly introduction really shows how ver-
satile mimetic theory can be presented. (Perhaps 
the most important lecture of the entire confer-
ence?) 

The introductory lecture at the VU University 
of Amsterdam was given by Ian BURUMA. BURU-
MA’S lecture on Enlightenment wars questioned 
some of the ideals of the enlightenment, seeing 
them as having developed into new kinds of 
dogmas such as Marxism, Maoism, Third World 
Liberationism, multiculturalism, etcetera. BURU-
MA’S eloquent talk concluded with the possibility 
and challenge (in the West) to adhere to secular 
western law, making it possible for different cul-
tures to live side by side in tolerance. The panel 
discussion afterwards developed into a highly ri-
valistic discussion about which culture, the Is-
lamic or the Christian, is the least violent, a ten-
dency which BURUMA, in his previous talk, had 
branded as rather useless. The excitement and (in 
my case) desire to convey my own religion as 
superior, did not, I think, evoke my most noble 
desires. This kind of polarization is, perhaps, not 
the model for COV&R’s future inter-religious 
dialogue. Also the Israel-Palestine session be-

came highly polarized: each party accused the 
other of causing the maladies. As one participant 
said to me afterwards, this was really a live ver-
sion of mimetic rivalry. Bob DALY’S wise sug-
gestion during the Business meeting was that one 
should invite the Israeli and Palestine delegates 
some days in advance and let them get to know 
each other (as was done at the Koblenz confer-
ence) “and they will fall in love with each other.” 

The Amsterdam murders (VAN GOGH, 
FORTUYN) were also the starting point for Henri 
BEUNDERS’ lecture (Fortuyn, Van Gogh, Hirsi 
Ali. Driving out the Unholy Trinity from The 
Netherlands). The rather crude use of mimetic 
theory, as in the case of Professor BEUNDERS, 
was a reminder that such an approach can, in cer-
tain cases, be more illuminating than dogmatic 
uses of the theory. Like BURUMA, BEUNDERS saw 
the mess in The Netherlands as partly caused by 
leftist-elites proclaiming a coffee-table culture 
based on fun, creating loneliness and estrange-
ment for those excluded. The elite bourgeois bo-
hemians, being cosmopolitan, tolerant, and ad-
venturous, have, at the same time, created a 
world view based on individualism and material 
success. BEUNDERS, however, criticized BURUMA 
for blaming FORTUYN and VAN GOGH for provok-
ing their own killings. The problem really lies 
with the killers, he emphasized. BEUNDERS’ con-
clusion about the necessity of continual revolt, 
however, reminded me too much of HEGEL’S vio-
lent world spirit. Instead of revolts Girardians 
tend to prefer non-violent conversions. 

During the conference one was continually 
reminded that everything important is vulnerable. 
The vulnerability theme was highlighted in 
Joachim DUYNDAM’S lecture on GIRARD and LE-
VINAS. LEVINAS’ inner starting point on man was 
initially contrasted to man’s external vulnerabil-
ity in mimetic theory. A couple of excellent in-
terpretations of central biblical stories were pre-
sented (with the aid of Sandor GOODHART). 
However, I was greatly puzzled by claims that 
mimetic theory neither is a religious nor an ethi-
cal theory. Even LEVINAS’ work was not re-
garded as an ethical theory, as it does not give in-
structions on how to live. Really, is not this re-
ductionism in extremis? In my view, GIRARD’S 
theory is religious (not in a narrow sense) from A 
to Z, and his later works indicate non-violence 
and undifferentiated love on practically every 
other page. If the work of GIRARD and LEVINAS is 
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not ethical and religious in nature, this goes be-
yond my not too subtle understanding. And as 
DUYNDAM concluded, the common motif that 
GIRARD and LEVINAS share and the point where 
their views complement each other, is the internal 
ethical perspective of unique responsibility pre-
ceding and supplementing the comparative per-
spective of mimetic human nature.  

A very interesting interview with GIRARD was 
read out by Robert DORAN and Sandy GOOD-
HART. The interview called Apocalypse after 9/11 
indicated that GIRARD tends to see the recent 
events as some kinds of clash of civilisations, al-
though he now seems more reluctant to the idea 
of mimetic envy as a cause to terrorism. 

 
S. Goodhart and R. Doran enacting the interview 

There were three prize winners of the Ray-
mund Schwager Award. The talented young 
scholars are: John ROEDEL, USA (1st prize), 
Anita GRACE, Canada (2nd prize) and Daniel 
COJOCARU, Switzerland (2nd prize). COJOCARU’S 
lecture on ELLIS’ American Psycho gave a fine 
insight into how desires among young New York 
yuppies can make a serial-killer. COJOCARU high-
lighted the scene where the young and successful 
New York businessmen begin rivalling about 
which of their business card is the most slick & 
subtle. The protagonist, Patrick Bateman, gets 
sick with envy and reacts by committing his first 
murder. This is actually one of the best examples 
on desire according to the other’s desire, as there 
is absolutely nothing real at stake, only desire. 

A lot of fine parallel sessions were performed 
during the conference. It was a bit disappointing 
for us who gave lectures on literary topics that so 
few attended. I want to remind COV&R that mi-
metic theory was initially worked out by literary 
analysis; it is the foundation for mimetic theory. 
Perhaps there were too many parallel sessions at 
once? 

The spirit of the Amsterdam conference was, 
on the whole, fantastic. I am sure that many made 
new friends. Also, there are not many academic 
conferences where the level of information on 
what is going on in the academic world is so 
acute. This is due to the enthusiasm of the par-
ticipants, and also to the inter-disciplinary and 
generative nature of mimetic theory. 

 
I would like to thank the organizers for doing 

such a marvellous job. The lectures, the confer-
ence rooms, the bedrooms, the food, everything 
was of a very high quality. The organizers really 
contributed to giving us a spiritual and intellec-
tual boost. Thanks especially to Thérèse ONDER-
DENWINJGAARD whom I daily pestered with prac-
tical questions, and who even managed to locate 
my lost mobile phone by ringing my number and 
thereby helped me to discover it under a pair of 
clean underpants laid out so neatly for the next 
day. 

Per Bjørnar Grande 
Bergen University College, Norway 

COV&R 2007 in Amsterdam –  
my first-time impressions  

Though there would be one thousand things to 
say about COV&R, I’ll stick to three major 
points that seem relevant to me in order to give 
you a glimpse of my first-time impressions. 

I. Theoretical expectations: In order to un-
derstand my point of view of the 2007 COV&R, I 
should introduce myself a little bit. I am a PhD 
student in philosophy who has a personal and 
professional interest in the mimetic theory. Long 
before I began my PhD, I created a website 
around GIRARD’S work, on which I intended to 
test and try to develop the mimetic theory beyond 
the core writings of GIRARD. As a philosopher, 
GIRARD’S anthropology was my main concern, 
and I was (and still am) trying to bring it into phi-
losophy itself, since this connection has not yet 
been (as far as I know) fully accomplished. In 
that sense, my approach of the mimetic theory 

 

 
John Roedel 
receiving his 
award 



 

COV&R Bulletin No. 31 (October 2007) 

 

8

had evolved from a curiosity about its “applyabil-
ity” to more conceptual research. 

When I came to COV&R I was expecting to 
find some attempts going in that sense: to de-
velop the theory beyond its initial scale, and to 
explicitly develop its conceptual toolbox. From 
my perspective, this was not the goal pursued at 
the COV&R conference this year. Speakers were 
more applying the theory than trying to develop it 
from the conceptual point of view. My “philoso-
phical appetite” was then a little bit frustrated 
during the first two days. 

That said, I must point out the high quality of 
the papers presented at COV&R. Even if they 
were more applying the theory than developing 
it, they were doing so rigorously and in fields 
were it was relevant and surprising. The diversity 
of disciplines among the speakers really was giv-
ing a broad picture of the potentiality of 
GIRARD’S theory. And in that sense, I could learn 
a lot of things. 

II. Organisation: Another point I must talk 
about is the excellent organisation of the collo-
quium. Beside material aspects, I would like to 
point out how good the parallel sessions systems 
is. Small sessions were often more intense than 
plenary sessions to me, and dialogue way easier 
with the speaker. If I had one comment to do 
about the whole organisation it would be: keep 
things that way.  

III. People: But from my perspective the most 
impressive and enriching element of COV&R 
was the other participants. I was really astonished 
by the possibilities to talk with everyone, meet 
people from all around the world, all kind and 
ready to listen to each other. The mood at the 
conference was really friendly and warm. I really 
had a great time talking with everyone and ex-
changing ideas, and sometimes making contacts 
for future projects. I felt a real mutual respect 
shared by everyone for everyone, and this fact is 
rare and precious enough to give me the desire to 
come back to the 2008 COV&R. 

Quentin Delval 

“I See Satan Fall Like Lightning” 
Homily at the Sunday Service at the End of 

the Amsterdam Conference 
“Jesus said: ‘I have seen Satan fall like lightning 
from the sky’.” (Luke 10:18) 

Serendipitously, in the Gospel of today’s 
Mass, in Luke, chapter 10, verse 18, we hear the 

source of the title of one of René’s most recent 
books. … What do we make of that? 

I can’t claim to read René’s mind. I can only 
try to say—and that by way of what I hope will 
be a homily and not just a lecture—what these 
striking words of Jesus suggest to me. 

The context in the Gospel of Luke: The sev-
enty-two disciples have just returned from their 
first missionary journey, and, in the flushed ex-
citement of first success, report to Jesus, exult-
ingly, triumphantly: “Lord, even the demons are 
subject to us because of your names.” To Which 
Jesus replies: “I have seen Satan fall like light-
ning from the sky.” 

What does this mean? 
Stepping back, and looking at it from the per-

spective of my life-long study of the meaning of 
Christian Sacrifice, it reminds me of a statement 
made by my own great theological mentor, Ed-
ward KILMARTIN, and made in practically the 
same words by René GIRARD. (Now, I admit that 
I can’t tell you precisely where René says this, 
so, quite possibly, it’s more something that I hear 
him saying.) The statement goes: “the Christ-
event has done away with sacrifice in the history-
of-religions sense of the word.”  

In other words, with the coming of Christ, 
specifically when the kingdom of God is effec-
tively preached the way Christ meant it to be 
preached, something radically new takes place. 
Sacrifice, in its old, traditional sense, just doesn’t 
work any more. Or, in Girardian language, the 
scapegoat mechanism gets unveiled and loses its 
effectiveness. That points to what the Christ-
event changes us from, What does it change us 
to? 

Of the many meanings that sacrifice has—and 
almost any use of the word involves several of 
these meanings, all overlapping and intermin-
gling with each other, there is one special, spe-
cifically and uniquely Christian meaning. Skip-
ping over lots of exposition, this special Christian 
meaning of sacrifice, unveiled to us in the Christ-
event, can be summarized as follows: 

Authentic Christian sacrifice begins with the self-
gift/self-offering of the Father in the sending of the Son. 
It continues in what we can metaphorically call a sec-
ond “moment” in the totally free, totally loving, self-
offering “response” of the Son, in his humanity, and in 
the Holy Spirit, to the Father and for us. This now be-
gins to be Christian sacrifice when we, in a kind of third 
“moment,” in the power of the very same Spirit that 
was in Jesus, begin to enter into that profoundly inter-
personal relationship of Father, Son, and Spirit that is 
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the very life of God. In other words, authentic Christian 
sacrifice is the ultimate, joyously fulfilling perfection of 
loving interpersonal being.  

Put that way, it sounds forbiddingly abstruse. 
Forgive me! I’m a theologian. I can’t help my-
self. 

But actually, it’s something very practical, 
very down-to-earth, and something that you all 
already know, and know by personal experience. 
If that were not so, you wouldn’t even be here. 
One little story will show what I mean. 

It’s the story of a man. But it could be the 
story of a woman; change the sex and some in-
significant details and the point is the same. This 
man is young, strong, and bright. He’s in confi-
dent control of his own life and of the things and 
of the people in his life. Everything and everyone 
around him is to be used, as he wills and for his 
own pleasure. But then one day, he notices that 
this woman, whom he is stringing along in a self-
serving relationship, is really in love with him. 
She is offering herself to him totally, holding 
nothing back. Because he’s smart, he knows he is 
now faced with a decision. He can continue to 
string her along, maybe letting all the world think 
that they are in a nice, mutually self-giving rela-
tionship, enjoying it for what is there, but ready 
to break it off whenever it suits him. Or, he can 
begin to return that love, begin to give himself in 
return. If he does, he knows that he is making 
himself vulnerable, just as she is. If he does, he 
knows he is saying goodbye to his former gods of 
power, control, and me-first self-indulgence. He 
is putting himself in position to become a victim. 

But if he does choose to begin to return love, 
he senses that he is entering into something that 
is also gloriously fulfilling. It is the something 
that lies behind all the love stories one encounters 
in novels, film and TV, even the mindless situa-
tion comedies. It is the kind of happiness and 
personal fulfillment that, up to now, he thought 
existed only in the minds of foolish, unrealistic 
dreamers. But precisely that is what is now, actu-
ally, being offered to him. 

People across all nations, cultures, and relig-
ions are constantly being faced with this kind of 
choice. When they say yes to genuine, self-giving 
love, the Christian theologian will say that they 
are accepting the invitation to begin to share in 
the perfection of the interpersonal love of Father, 
Son and Spirit. The Girardian will say that they 
are beginning to dismantle the scapegoat mecha-

nism. But however it is described, whenever 
people really say yes to love, then, indeed, Satan 
is falling like lightning from the sky. 

Robert Daly S.J. 

Notes on the COV&R Business Meeting 2007 
This year’s Business Meeting had to fill some 
positions on the COV&R Board. Wolfgang PA-
LAVER was unanimously—with one abstention—
elected President of COV&R, Ann ASTELL suc-
ceeds him as Executive Secretary, also elected 
unanimously. Two vacant seats on the Board—
that of Ann ASTELL and Per Bjørnar GRANDE, 
whose 2nd term was completed,—were unani-
mously filled by Thèrése ONDERDENWIJNGAARD 
and Bruce WARD.  

The COV&R travel grants for the 2007 con-
ference were not claimed. Please do better next 
time (see COV&R grants on p. 3). 

 
COV&R Publications: William JOHNSEN re-

ports that Contagion is now part of several index-
ing services, which increases its visibility. Start-
ing in 2008 it will also be part of Project Muse 
(http://muse.jhu.edu), which will make it avail-
able online at many libraries. A first book, Poli-
tics and Apocalypse, in a new series by Conta-
gion will appear in November, and will—thanks 
to the generosity of the editor—be mailed free of 
charge to COV&R members. 

The Bulletin editor, Niki WANDINGER thanks 
all for the contributions to the Bulletin and asks 
for further ideas and engagement. 

Contributions: So far Max STERLING, Keith 
and Susan ROSS, and Peter THIEL sponsored 
COV&R activities. Thanks to them, and plea to 
members: get out and find donors. A new com-
mittee is installed for that purpose, supervised by 
former President Sandor GOODHART. 

It was announced that a whole issue of Relig-
ion was dedicated to the mimetic theory. It is also 
available online in certain libraries. 

 
 
 
 
 

Donor
Keith Ross
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Special Thanks were given to the organizers 
of the 2007 conference and to former President 
GOODHART. 

Nikolaus Wandinger 

Imitation, Mimetic Theory, and Religious & 
Cultural Evolution 

Templeton Advanced Research Program Meeting 
at Stanford University 

The Templeton Advanced Research Program en-
titled “Imitation, Mimetic Theory, and Religious 
& Cultural Evolution” had its first meeting at 
Stanford University on April 28-29, 2007. At-
tending the meeting were COV&R members 
René GIRARD, Jean-Pierre DUPUY, Paul DUMOU-
CHEL, Mark ANSPACH, Robert HAMERTON-
KELLY, and Jean-Michel OUGHOURLIAN, Scott 
GARRELS, and Trevor MERRILL. Representing the 
empirical sciences were Andrew MELTZOFF, the 
internationally recognized expert on infant and 
adult imitation from the University of Washing-
ton, and Vittorio GALLESE, one of the pioneering 
discoverers of mirror neurons from the Univer-
sity of Parma, Italy. In addition, several promi-
nent interdisciplinary scholars also participated in 
the weekend’s events, including physician and 
ethicist William HURLBUT of Stanford Univer-
sity, anthropologist and biologist Melvin 
KONNER from Emory University, and neuroscien-
tist Warren BROWN from Fuller Graduate School 
of Psychology. 

This meeting was truly a historic moment for 
the deepening of dialogue and integration be-
tween the sciences and the humanities, and more 
specifically between mimetic theory and empiri-
cal research on imitation. This conference al-
lowed, for the very first time, a meeting between 
scholars and researchers from mimetic theory, 
imitation research, and research on mirror neu-
rons. These three ground breaking and revolu-
tionary bodies of research were represented at 
this conference by their pioneering researchers 
René GIRARD, Andrew MELTZOFF, and Vittorio 
GALLESE respectively.  

Much of the important progress made during 
this first meeting involved the development of re-
lationships between participants and familiariza-
tion of one another’s research and ideas, which 
was made possible by scheduled sessions that fa-
cilitated presentations and discussions over the 
course of two days. This time together allowed 
the COV&R members and others to be intro-

duced in person to the empirical grounding of 
human imitation from the infant and adult re-
search by Andrew MELTZOFF as well as the mir-
ror neuron research of Vittorio GALLESE. Simi-
larly, this first meeting allowed the above empiri-
cists to have a personal dialogue with René 
GIRARD and the other COV&R members present 
concerning mimetic theory and the various reli-
gious and cultural implication of human imita-
tion.  

 
Conference Participants 

By the end of the weekend all participants 
echoed Andrew MELTZOFF’S sentiment who re-
marked that this group has a unique opportunity 
to make an invaluable contribution to interdisci-
plinary research. Everyone agreed that finding a 
way to successfully collaborate with one another 
can not only serve as a model for other such ef-
forts but perhaps more importantly, make a major 
contribution toward a clearer understanding of 
the important dynamics of human life and rela-
tionships embodied by this grant project.  

As Principal Investigator, I was very pleased 
with the contributions that all participants made 
at the meeting and even more impressed with the 
collective sense of good will, thoughtfulness, and 
commitment that came out of such a diverse 
group of scholars and researchers. I truly believe 
that we have begun a work that will not only 
bring together disparate disciplines concerning 
the important role of imitation in human life and 
culture, but will also help strengthen existing dis-
ciplines that previously had little relationship or 
synthesis with one another. 

For more information about this grant project, 
its objects, and participants, please visit 
www.mimetictheory.org  

Scott Garrels 



 

COV&R Bulletin No. 31 (October 2007) 

 

11

BOOK REVIEWS 

Alberg, Jeremiah: A Reinterpretation of Rous-
seau: A Religious System. New York: Palgrave 

Macmillan, 2007 (xviii, 252 pp.) ISBN-10: 
0230600557; ISBN-13: 978-0230600553 $ 75) 

Jeremiah ALBERG’S book on ROUSSEAU shows us 
how this rogue redeemer takes us to the core of 
the interpersonal pathologies, the underground 
psychology, that René GIRARD has analyzed 
magisterially in DOSTOEVSKY, NIETZSCHE and 
other great writers, and that continue to afflict the 
modern psyche. His analyses garner well-earned 
praise from GIRARD in a foreword to “this beauti-
ful book,” which luminously reorganizes 
ROUSSEAU’S entire work around the notion of 
scandal as it involves a complex of interpersonal 
relations that extends to all levels of social or-
ganization. The notion of scandal as a system is 
ROUSSEAU’S own in portraying his tribulations, 
and ALBERG shows us that it is religious to the 
core. 

As a term of biblical provenance, the word 
“scandal” has a powerful resonance for research-
ers in mimetic theory, not as a moral category, 
but as designating a structure that is fundamental 
to human interaction. From the Greek word 
meaning “stumbling block,” scandal names the 
offense that our conduct gives to others and that 
insidiously trips them up, for it models their con-
duct towards us, whether it is by reproving or 
replicating, that is, unwittingly miming our own. 
It’s a trap when we scandalize children by giving 
bad example for them to follow, or when our 
misbehavior offends others, who only respond in 
kind, or arraign our misconduct so as to ignore 
their own, consolidating an unearned righteous-
ness that stands over against us rather than on its 
own moral foundation.  

In sum, scandal names a complex of social 
and moral relations of overt and covert rivalries, 
a tangle of antagonisms that is peculiarly en-
demic to our modern age, the age that ROUSSEAU 
heralded so perspicuously amid late 18th-century 
Europe’s decaying hierarchies. Their purpose 
was to hold values in place, with a king at the 
head and stable moral and social orders beneath. 
With the head of the king lopped off, everyone’s 
place changes; everyone constantly changes 
place indefinitely. We enter today’s world of in-
ternal mediation, where each individual is the po-
tential rival and model of every other, and where 

everyone alternates as the potential persecutor or 
victim of his fellow humans. We do not see this, 
it is not transparent to us, the mimetics of scandal 
blinding us to these symmetries, oscillations, and 
replications.  

This is why ROUSSEAU is so important as a 
pivotal figure for modern self-understanding. His 
exploration of the victim role, which he both 
covets and abhors with all the ambivalence that 
he experiences towards his fellow humans, is the 
engine of his system. There is a double scandal 
here, a scandal of doubles. The evil that others 
falsely project onto him becomes, by a kind of vis 
a tergo, evidence of his natural goodness, of his 
being, as he states, “the declared enemy of the 
violence of the wicked.” Thus, as ALBERG shows, 
ROUSSEAU cultivates a position that is the sym-
metrical reversal of that of Christ: victim of the 
crowd, he is “not persecuted because he is inno-
cent but innocent because he is persecuted.” 
Jean-Jacques is not forgiven by others for injust-
ices they have committed against him, and “re-
fusal of forgiveness and Jean-Jacques’ rejection 
of needing it are mirror images of each other.” 
Scandal is defined here as “the denial of forgive-
ness,” with the result that for Rousseau, who is 
both innocent and unforgiven, “being refused 
forgiveness becomes a necessary condition for 
innocence or natural goodness,” which became 
the cornerstone of his anthropology. 

But ALBERG is not interested in merely con-
founding ROUSSEAU with his opponents in eluci-
dating these mirror relations. A far greater cogni-
tive payoff emerges when he examines forgive-
ness as the logical alternative to scandal. Here he 
is drawing fruitfully from James ALISON’S theo-
logical expansion of mimetic theory in The Joy of 
Being Wrong (New York: Crossroads, 1998) and 
other writings. For there is an oft disguised but 
clearly detectable debate between ROUSSEAU and 
Christian revelation that ALBERG brings to the 
fore, especially in his analysis of ROUSSEAU’S 
“Profession of Faith of the Savoyard Vicar.” We 
need to examine further ROUSSEAU’S experience 
of scandal in its implicit contention with the 
“fundamental anthropology” that GIRARD has 
brought to the surface in his readings of Gospel 
narratives.  

Scandal names an at once affective and epis-
temological flaw, a failure to perceive, a refusal 
to accept evidence that confounds our desire, as 
when Saint Paul describes the ignominy of the 
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cross as a scandal for its wreckage of militant or 
triumphalist expectations of leadership, not to say 
of divinity. The Incarnation is an impenetrable 
mystery, the workings of divinity into human 
lives being, like miracle, irrational by definition. 
You can believe it or not, but you cannot argue 
with prerogatives that are defined as wholly 
other, or Holy Other. But the crucifixion is not a 
mystery, it follows a pattern of events that is all 
too human, and that we can easily recognize in 
our own behavior: there is trouble in town that 
we need to end, discord we need to curtail, disas-
ter looming that we need to avert; if we cannot 
get all to agree with one another, which is statis-
tically improbable, we can try to get all to agree 
over against one, and order is restored, at least 
for a while. 

The sacrificial or scapegoat principle is an 
eminently reasonable solution to the threat of un-
controllable violence; its arithmetic is flawless, 
unimpeachable: all against one is better than all 
against all. Appending Caiphas, ALBERG asserts, 
“Without Christianity, it is better that one man 
die for the people than that the whole nation per-
ish.” The crucifixion is witness against this ele-
mental logic because it proclaims the innocence 
of the victim, whom some few loved and be-
lieved in too intensely and irrevocably to accept 
the rationale that lead to his death. Especially 
since he proposed another rationale: it is better, 
for all concerned, that people be reconciled 
among themselves, as the Sermon on the Mount 
notoriously urges by counseling forgiveness in 
preference to the habitual contagions of reprisal. 
Forgiving our enemies, as constantly urged in the 
Gospels, and as uttered from the cross itself, 
scandalizes reason, surely—what are they for, 
anyway? this ruins every and any sense of order 
we’ve ever known!—unless and until we under-
stand our vaunted rationality as heir to sacrificial 
violence, as complicit with scapegoating prac-
tices. 

We humanists, heirs to enlightenment as espe-
cially imparted by VOLTAIRE and ROUSSEAU, see 
reason as an antidote to violence, its calm, pacific 
corrective, and therefore we are accustomed to 
see religious faith fall under its censure as an of-
fense to reason, a stumbling block to “intellectual 
cleanliness” that NIETZSCHE saw his culture pur-
suing “at any price,” and chiefly at the cost of its 
belief in God. “Belief in God has become unbe-
lievable,” he boasted confidently, not long before 

his collapse into madness. But that is just why 
Paul calls upon his readers to become “fools for 
Christ” and his willing imitators, mimetes chris-
tou. “Gospel testimony” writes ALBERG, “con-
cerns the irrational truth of violence that makes 
our present form of reason possible. Then reason 
will never be able to reason to the expulsion upon 
which it is based but is condemned instead to 
endless repetition of this act of expulsion.” 

There is nothing absurd or blindly fideist in 
repudiating a rationality born in sacrificial vio-
lence; no “sacrificium intellectu,” no “credo quia 
absurdam” is required to agree on this. As 
ALBERG rightly insists, “the usual rules of ra-
tional discourse apply.” He describes his own 
book as “a philosophical study, a close reading of 
the texts.” It is in fact a lavishly researched and 
tautly reasoned achievement, won in fertile and 
respectful conversation, as his ample footnotes 
exhibit, with the enormous host of ROUSSEAU 
scholars. More precisely, it completes the work 
of Jean STAROBINSKI, in whose groundbreaking 
Jean-Jacques Rousseau: La Transparence et 
l'obstacle (Paris: Gallimard, 1957) the word 
“scandal” appears on the third page as a synonym 
for ROUSSEAU’S quarrel with society and culture 
as a whole. ALBERG uncovers every facet, every 
bounce and rebound of this obstacle in 
ROUSSEAU’S work. What no longer applies, by 
the light of ALBERG’S reading, is the faith vs rea-
son conundrum. As revealed by the Passion nar-
ratives, faith in Jesus is knowledge, as it reasons 
persuasively against a logic of reprisal, as it rea-
sons beyond it to the logic of forgiveness, the 
logic that ALISON, in his first book, pointedly la-
beled “the intelligence of the victim” (Knowing 
Jesus [London: SPCK, 1993]). “The light of the 
cross makes some realities accessible that other-
wise remain in darkness; Rousseau rejected that 
light.” A profession of faith, which ALBERG 
voices tersely, is on solid anthropological ground 
when it is understood as disowning a reason that 
is accomplice to violent expulsion. As scandal is 
redefined as denial of forgiveness, faith emerges 
as the denial of scandal. This, I think, is what 
ALBERG means when he states, perhaps too la-
conically, “The Christian Scriptures suspend 
scandal by means of faith.” The suspension does 
not issue from a hieratic beyond but from within 
a keener understanding of human interaction. 

“If Rousseau took scandal at the salvation of-
fered in Christ, then Christ stands in the center of 
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Rousseau’s thought—as rejected.” ALBERG illus-
trates how that rejection spans ROUSSEAU’S en-
tire oeuvre, fueling its rhetorical energies and 
dictating its formal innovations, its peculiar ar-
chitectonics and structural convolutions: the Dia-
logues engage a lone Frenchman with “Rous-
seau” against the accusations that myriad Gentle-
men hurl at Jean-Jacques, making a population of 
four to which the reader makes a fifth; his Dis-
courses come to us with prefaces, exordia, and 
lengthy notes; the Nouvelle Héloïse, which 
ALBERG does not examine in this study, regales 
us with multiple and contradictory prefaces con-
cerning the necessity and jeopardy of fictional 
representation. And thanks to Jacques DERRIDA 
(Of Grammatology), we know how prolifically 
ROUSSEAU disapproved of writing. 

Academic departments integrate ROUSSEAU 
into humanities curricula; ALBERG shows him to 
be writing out of a felt need to supplant Scrip-
tural authority, to expel its testimony. ROUSSEAU 
is at times very explicit about that and ALBERG is 
right to take him seriously as propounding, epis-
temically and pragmatically, a “new creation” in 
Emile. This aim is transparent, too, in the begin-
ning of the Confessions, where he brandishes his 
book of self-revelations to the Almighty, defying 
his Judgment. It is manifest in the Second Dis-
course on inequality, where he urges us to “set 
aside the facts,” meaning the Genesis account of 
humanity’s fall. This text means to be nothing 
less, ALBERG rightly notes, than “a call into be-
ing.” The system that is driving ROUSSEAU’S pen 
is at base religious, it is Christian, but in reverse, 
in its rejection of the biggest scandal of all time, 
of all history, of all reason.  

We have yet to take the full cognitive measure 
of the Passion narratives and of the prophetic tra-
dition that they confirm in the fecundation of 
Western rationality. Revelation is officially, ca-
nonically, closed, but what it reveals is ever open 
to deeper, richer, wider understanding. It is in 
that sense that Paul’s “whatsoever things are 
true” still obtains as an epigraph to modern scien-
tific endeavor. Those academics for whom 
KIERKEGAARD’S leap of faith is uncongenial, a 
scandal to intellectual procedure, will be more at 
home with ALBERG’S reading of scandal for hon-
oring the canons of rational inquiry. He walks his 
readers methodically, step by step, page by page, 
through ROUSSEAU’S calamitous embrace of 
scandal, with all its systemic detours and obstruc-

tions, so that we can more clearly trace the logic 
of what Christ’s early followers called “the way,” 
hodos.  

Andrew McKenna 

Albright, Madeleine: The Mighty and the Al-
mighty: Reflections on America, God, and 

World Affairs. Paperback, New York: Harper 
Perennial, 2007, 368 pp, ISBN-10: 

0060892587, $ 14.95. 
One of the most important phenomena in our 
contemporary world is the quite global return of 
religion into politics. A simple form of the secu-
larization theory claiming that modernization will 
result in the privatization of religion has proved 
wrong. More and more do we realize that religion 
is part of human life and always will shape the 
way of our social and political worlds. This 
seems obvious on the one hand but was for a very 
long time overlooked or neglected, especially in 
the realms of politics and diplomacy. Fortunately 
this is now changing. A milestone in this regard 
is The Mighty and the Almighty written by Made-
leine ALBRIGHT, U.S. Secretary of State from 
1997 to 2001, who also served in the National 
Security Council and as the U.S. ambassador to 
the United Nations. 

ALBRIGHT tells us how she herself thought that 
religion is something that should not be ad-
dressed in public. It fits in some way that, having 
been raised as a Roman Catholic, she discovered 
quite late in her life that she belonged to a Jewish 
family of whom several members were killed in 
the Holocaust. Her book shows how Madeleine 
ALBRIGHT more and more understood that relig-
ion has to be taken into account and studied very 
carefully. Her general view of religion is not the 
typical rejection that we often find among intel-
lectuals but a very balanced, even somewhat op-
timistic one. According to ALBRIGHT “religion is 
perhaps the single largest influence in shaping 
human conscience, and yet it is also a source of 
conflict and hate” (64). Because religion is an 
important factor in political life—especially in 
international relations—diplomats should get a 
proper training in this field: “In the future, no 
American ambassador should be assigned to a 
country where religious feelings are strong unless 
he or she has a deep understanding of the faiths 
commonly practiced there” (75). 

What I liked most in this book is the chapter 
on “Faith and Diplomacy” (65-78). In it she 
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claims how faith-based forms of diplomacy can 
help to bring peace. As examples she points to 
Douglas JOHNSTON of the International Center 
for Religion and Diplomacy, to the Community 
of Sant’ Egidio, a lay movement that began in 
Rome in the 1960s, and to Jimmy CARTER’S 
faith-based peacemaking between Egypt and Is-
rael at Camp David in 1978. Without replacing 
traditional diplomacy ALBRIGHT thinks that faith-
based diplomacy can be a “useful tool of foreign 
policy” (78): “The resurgence of religious feeling 
will continue to influence world events. Ameri-
can policy-makers cannot afford to ignore this; 
on balance they should welcome it. Religion at 
its best can reinforce the core values necessary 
for people from different cultures to live in some 
degree of harmony; we should make the most of 
that possibility” (78). In these words one realizes 
the main goal of her book: It tries to show how 
political realism and religious morality may join 
forces without naively getting mixed up. 
ALBRIGHT is trying to find convergences between 
practical policy making—“doing what works 
best” (14)—and a religiously based morality—
“doing what is right” (14). This attempt will not 
solve all our problems immediately but is a mod-
est and yet important contribution that will bring 
forth its fruits, too. 

Many different conflicts and political events 
related to religion are treated in this book. 
Among them are, of course, 9/11 and religiously 
motivated terrorism, the fight over the “holy 
land” in Israel-Palestine and also George W. 
BUSH’S war against Iraq. I am currently mainly 
interested in Islam and Western views on it. 
ALBRIGHT shares this interest. She notes how im-
portant it has become today to learn more about 
this religion. As she tells us, she herself wrote 
again and again on her notepad “Learn more 
about Islam” (110). In her book one can find a 
fair account of Islam emphasizing its closeness to 
Judaism and Christianity, all three of them “chil-
dren of Abraham” (110). Justly she rejects typical 
misunderstandings and false generalizations of 
this religion: “Just as there is nothing Christian 
about the violent bigotry of the Ku Klux Klan, 
there is nothing Islamic about terrorism” (120). 
In general, ALBRIGHT supports a deepening dia-
logue between the different religions. She wants 
to “identify ways to bring people together in sup-
port of policies that reflect the unifying rather 
than the divisive aspects of religion” (287). 

In this book that comprises many examples 
from her experience in practical politics Made-
leine ALBRIGHT also refers indirectly to insights 
coming close to mimetic theory. A first and banal 
one is, of course, her remark how often foreign 
policy follows the rule that “the enemy of my en-
emy is my friend” (41) alluding in this case to the 
U.S. support of Muslim fighters against the So-
viet Union in Afghanistan. More interesting is 
another example that she learned from Jimmy 
CARTER’S work in his Center at Atlanta. He told 
her how the affinity and closeness between dif-
ferent ways of faith or religion may easily cause 
conflicts. Not Samuel HUNTINGTON’S essentialist 
“clash of civilizations” is the main problem but 
mimetic rivalries between closely related groups: 
“He [Carter] said it is often simpler to deal with 
people of completely different faiths than with 
those who share a religion but disagree about 
how it should be interpreted. As a moderate Bap-
tist, Carter said he found it less complicated to 
have a conversation with a Catholic than with a 
Baptist fundamentalist; with the Catholic it was 
easier simply to accept the differences and not 
feel obliged to argue about them” (77-8). This in-
sight does not need any further explanation. 
Readers of the Bulletin are surely aware of its 
mimetic roots. 

Wolfgang Palaver 

Astell, Ann: Eating Beauty: The Eucharist and 
the Spiritual Arts of the Middle Ages.  

Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2006, 
pp. 312, ISBN: 978-0-8014-4466-1, $ 39.95 

I begin with the ending of Ann Astell’s book: 
“Every genuine spirituality … is oriented toward 
a restoration (or better, ‘restauration’, to play 
upon the beauteous ‘aura’ in the ‘restaurant’ of 
the eucharistic food) of the paradise originally 
created by God through the Word” (257). 

It is no small task to review a book as thought-
ful, erudite and richly imagined as Ann W. 
ASTELL’S new work on the beauty of the Eucha-
rist, Eating Beauty: The Eucharist and the Spiri-
tual Arts of the Middle Ages. ASTELL’S book is a 
thoroughly engaging scholarly journey through 
the spiritual teachings of four of the principle 
schools of sanctity in the Middle Ages as they 
each speak differently and wondrously to the plu-
rality and diversity of the beauty of the Eucharist.  

The discussion begins, naturally, with the pri-
mordial foods: apples, that first Edenic symbol of 
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beauty lost, and bread, the sweet Messianic 
promise of its return. Thus, it is the human ex-
perience of losing beauty and the search for its 
recovery which propels ASTELL’S inquiry. Within 
the Judeo-Christian tradition, she notes, the ques-
tion of what went wrong, of where beauty was 
lost, “is answered with a narrative: the biblical 
story of the Fall of Adam and Eve in Genesis” 
(27). If eating the fruit marks the loss of the 
beauty of paradise, then the eating of the Eucha-
rist reveals its possible return. To consider how 
that attempt at recovery has been imagined 
ASTELL presents the teachings and lives of four 
spiritual orders—Cistercian, Franciscan, Domini-
can and Ignatian. Beginning by explaining how 
each group interprets the sin of the Fall, she then 
considers what virtues are deemed central to 
counter that sin. The collective result is a reso-
nant meditation on the beauty of spiritual prac-
tice, in all its diversity, as a means of engaging 
that first sin, that moment of loss. Using a theo-
logical aesthetics, ASTELL presents the art of life 
in these four “schools of sanctity” (14) and 
therein presents us with the idea that “Eating the 
Eucharist was, in short, productive of an entire 
‘way’ of life, a virtuous life-form, an artwork, 
with Christ Himself as the principal artist” (14). 

ASTELL describes her book as something of a 
delayed response to Carolyn Walker BYNUM’S 
acclaimed Holy Feast and Holy Fast (1988), 
suggesting that what she wants to account for in 
medieval Eucharistic piety is the role of the vir-
tues and how they ordered the very distinct spiri-
tual lives of each of the four traditions. I appreci-
ated very much ASTELL’S engagement with 
feminist scholarship on the question of food, eat-
ing, beauty and spiritual discipline, as well as her 
use of inclusive language and attention to gender 
in her analysis of the different spiritual orders. In 
this attention, she adds complexity to the schol-
arly conversation on religious life in the middle 
ages, a complexity that acknowledges that much 
of what we know and much of what we read has 
reflected primarily the lives and thoughts of men.  

The book is divided into seven chapters with a 
brief conclusion. The first chapter, “‘Taste and 
See’: The Eating of Beauty” raises the question 
of the ambiguity of the title of the book itself (the 
source for which is Simone WEIL) and it offers a 
meditation on the ways in which beauty, eating 
and the Eucharist are connected. For this discus-
sion she refers to NICOLAS OF CUSA, Umberto 

ECO, Simone WEIL, von BALTHASAR, HEGEL and 
Walter BENJAMIN, among others. In her second 
chapter, “The Apple and the Eucharist” ASTELL 
develops a more detailed conversation, again 
through an examination of thinkers and artists, 
about the different interpretations of the apple 
and the bread of the Eucharist in Patristic think-
ers, AUGUSTINE and AQUINAS. Both of these 
chapters set up the four major chapters that fol-
low (3-6), each of which outlining the different 
spiritual orders, their approach to sin, and their 
attempt to restore beauty through the practices of 
life within their communities. ASTELL chooses 
particular examples and historical figures which 
are central to each tradition to demonstrate her 
analysis. I will outline briefly the interpretation 
of sin and the central virtues espoused by each 
group as I found this to be a remarkably impor-
tant study in medieval spiritual aesthetics and ul-
timately revealing of ASTELL’s presentation of 
the intersection of spiritual arts and life forms. 
For me the beauty of this approach is its empha-
sis on an embodied expression of the spiritual 
life. 

Chapter three begins with the Cistercians, and 
BERNARD OF CLAIRVAUX and GERTRUDE OF 
HELFTA in particular. To focus on specific indi-
viduals within each spiritual order provides the 
reader with a real sense of what it meant to live 
within the teachings of each spiritual community. 
For this community, the first sin is interpreted as 
pride, and in response, the virtue needed to coun-
teract the sin and reestablish beauty in life was 
humility and self-knowledge. In Chapter four we 
encounter the Franciscans, and St. BONAVEN-
TURE’S Legenda Maior (Life of St. Francis). The 
Franciscans read the sin of the Fall as avarice or 
greed, and so their response to the loss of origi-
nary beauty is grounded in poverty. 

As she moves through these reflections on 
various spiritual practices and orientations, 
ASTELL reminds the reader: “Depending on 
which virtue is brought to the fore, a different 
Christian form of life appears, and the beauty of 
the church as a whole is thus variegated and en-
hanced” (136). Her idea takes form in Chapter 
five, as she describes the Dominicans through a 
study of the three Catherines: ST. CATHERINE OF 
SIENA, ST. CATHERINE OF GENOA and ROSE OF 
LIMA (who fashioned her life after Catherine of 
Siena, thus customarily qualifying her as a ‘Cath-
erine’). According to ASTELL, the Domincans 
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read the Fall in terms of gluttony (although this 
reading of the Fall is not exclusive of other sins, 
including pride) and so preaching and abstinence 
were their virtues of a recovering beauty. 

Finally the fourth spiritual community in this 
study focuses on St. IGNATIUS OF LOYOLA and 
also MICHELANGELO. Here ASTELL argues for 
“their spiritual brotherhood,” which derives 
“from their common practice of an art of obedi-
ence strongly centered on the sacrament of the 
altar” (191). As disobedience marks the fallen 
life, a life of obedience is the way of virtue for 
Ignatians.  

The last chapter returns to some of the theo-
retical issues raised in chapter one, with a return 
to Simone WEIL and HEGEL on the question of 
aesthetics and the Eucharist. This chapter is de-
manding of the reader’s full attention and intel-
lect, but it rewards with an intriguing finale to the 
conversation about art and the Eucharist. Ann 
ASTELL’s final word comes in the form of an (in-
conclusive) conclusion, where she offers a brief 
meditation on Edith STEIN, (whose art of prayer 
was not included in the book because of 
ASTELL’s desire to focus on the spiritual arts of 
the Middle Ages). Her closing words lyrically 
present the movement and desire for beauty 
throughout this study and so I will quote them in 
full as my own conclusion to this thoughtful and 
evocative book: 

“The Carmelite art of prayer answers to the first sin 
of idolatry, even as the Cistercian art of humility re-
sponds to a first sin of prideful curiositas, the Francis-
can art of poverty to an avaricious concupiscence, the 
Dominican art of preaching to a gluttonous misuse of 
the mouth, and the Ignatian art of obedience to a primal 
disobedience. The Carmelite adores the Host exposed in 
the monstrance, unlike Adam and Eve, who ate the for-
bidden fruit in an act of self-worship. The Carmelite 
learns from eucharistic adoration the art of blind con-
templation that recognizes every image as always al-
ready a veil, a covering, and therefore a revelation of 
the God who remains hidden behind all things and at 
the center of one’s soul” (257). 

Susan Srigley 
Nipissing University, North Bay, Ontario, Canada 

Marr, Andrew: Tools for Peace: The Spiritual 
Craft of St. Benedict and Rene Girard. 

New York: iUniverse, Inc., 2007, pp. 256 
ISBN: 0595412459, $ 19.95 

BENEDICT, sixth century abbot, author of one of 
the most important rules of religious life in com-
mon, and René GIRARD, twentieth century cul-

tural and literary critic—what can a comparative 
study of these two men tell us about how human 
beings live together? Andrew MARR, a monk of 
St. Gregory’s Abbey in Three Rivers, Michigan, 
has written a brilliant analysis of the peace and 
pitfalls of monastic life as designed by BENE-
DICT, the saint who was as aware of mimetic de-
sire as any Girardian scholar. BENEDICT under-
stood much about the long road to holiness, but 
unlike other spiritual writers, he concentrated not 
on the individual imitation of Christ or the per-
sonal pursuit of sanctity, but on the sometimes 
grim interaction of human beings in groups. We 
are not sanctified apart from the community with 
whom we live and work—our family, our social 
milieu, our neighbors, those we serve, those who 
serve us. Reading the Rule of St. BENEDICT in the 
light of Rene GIRARD’s theory of mimetic desire, 
MARR discloses the hidden—one is tempted to 
say—the microscopic components of charity—or 
what is more common—our failures in charity. 

It isn’t just monks, after all, who could be 
tempted to best others in an argument or to find a 
personal power base in artistic achievement, a 
scholarly triumph, or even a well-mopped floor. 
It isn’t just monks whose need for hierarchical 
distinction can veil the sense of personal inade-
quacy. The monastic life turns a powerful light 
on all our mimetic rivalries. The Rule of St. 
BENEDICT is designed for real human beings, not 
saints, and read in the light of mimetic theory, the 
Rule discloses how without guidance—and with-
out grace—we deceive ourselves, blind to why 
and how we act with one another. 

The opening chapters of Tools for Peace give 
us an overview of the Rule in the context of 
BENEDICT’s spirituality, and disclose the link be-
tween the ascetical practice of attention—to 
work, prayer, and study—and the practice of 
charity. Citations from Simone WEIL in this con-
text illustrate the author’s wide ranging compara-
tive references to art, music, and literature, add-
ing depth and specificity throughout the book to 
what might otherwise be considered too esoteric 
for non-monastics.  

Life in community requires communal dis-
cernment lest authority become overbearing or—
on the other hand—monks become gyrovagues, a 
delicious word that describes a scattered person-
ality with no center and no leader, subject to the 
instabilities of mimetic desire. (Discovering this 
word was worth reading the book.) 
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BENEDICT was well aware that a superior 
(chairman, dean, employer, boss, abbot) can hold 
authority in a rivalrous way or excite followers 
into a fatal double bind. He knew the possible en-
tanglements of group decision making, the pre-
dispositions that can be swayed by factors other 
than the merits of the case. 

Particularly compelling is the author’s discus-
sion of monastic silence, a discipline that de-
mands far more than cessation of speech. The 
communal value of silence when many people 
live in close proximity is inarguable. More im-
portant to the spiritual life and its ethical expres-
sion, however, is the kind of silence that quiets 
interior noise—those conversations we hold with 
absent others in which we are always triumphant 
and always best in an argument, or during which 
we rehearse our grievances, or enumerate to our-
selves the egregious faults of those we live and 
work with. “Our inner voices stir up rivalry be-
tween ourselves and others,” writes MARR and 
“for some reason, in these fantasies we always 
win, and everybody else always loses.” There is 
what passes as silence—and there is creative si-
lence, the kind that opens us to love’s possibili-
ties. It is not only the monk who must learn the 
distinction. 

MARR’s extensive understanding of classical 
spiritual texts and his ability to examine these 
texts in the light of contemporary theory is espe-
cially useful both to those who are unfamiliar 
with spiritual writing and those who are new to 
analyses of contemporary cultural theorists. 
Members of religious orders may be cheered by 
the realization that their venerable traditions are, 
in fact, not just relevant but positively trendy. 
Linking such presumably disparate disciplines 
may look like a strained balancing act, but it is 
much more a pas de deux, a harmonious redis-
covery of the relevance of the Gospel and the 
significance of human commonalities revealed in 
ancient, as well as post-modern texts. 

A discussion of the steps of humility, for ex-
ample, is not calculated to excite the contempo-
rary reader, but examined in the context of the 
meaning of self and the search for the “true self,” 
humility begins to make sense because as 
BENEDICT knew and as René GIRARD has ex-
plained, the “true self” is a set of relationships. 
Humility leads to perfect love which drives out 
fear, the fear of losing the self, the “self” we 
never had in the first place.  

Dealing with brokenness in community is 
painful in reality and painful to examine theoreti-
cally, but reconciliation and even punishment 
may be necessary to heal a group that has been 
wounded by violence, however manifested. Pun-
ishment is not, must not be scapegoating, and 
theories of atonement do not include the possibil-
ity of a punishing God. BENEDICT proposes a 
scenario of exile and return, one, perhaps that 
would be difficult to employ in a contemporary 
setting (unless we think of certain parental efforts 
to isolate the misbehaving child), but which illus-
trates his repudiation of a harsh penal approach to 
offensive behavior. His theology tells us much 
about our own efforts to quell violence in the 
civic community and the ineffectiveness of capi-
tal punishment. 

Well aware of the power of acquisitive mime-
sis, BENEDICT urged monastics not to consider 
anything their own. That fine distinction between 
owning and considering may be helpful to those 
who are not disposed to make a vow of poverty. 
We can own and yet be dispossessed by what we 
own. Nor is a monastic necessarily freed from the 
urge to acquire—especially in a commodity-
driven culture. Providing for others allows us to 
regard what we have in material goods, talents, 
skill—all as gift, gift for those we serve, and gift 
from those who provide for our own needs. Gift 
giving—and gift receiving—are functions of 
charity and enable us to resist the acquisitive 
mimesis that is driven by desire. 

The few principles that guide Benedictine 
spirituality can be reduced to two: prayer and 
work, work seen as service to others—in short, 
work as gift. Andrew MARR describes these prin-
ciples as “tools for peace,” and links them to 
GIRARD’s vision of standing with—or occupying 
the place of—the victim. A vision of life as ser-
vice to others predisposes us to resist the oppres-
sion and persecution of others, diminishing in 
some small measure the weapons of violence. 
This small measure is humble, but the weakness 
of love is always stronger than the power of vio-
lence. Understanding how love works is at the 
core of BENEDICT’s Rule. Understanding how 
violence works is at the core of GIRARD’s theory. 
Andrew MARR has offered us constructive in-
sights into both of these writers and in doing so 
enables us to understand their immense contribu-
tions to human thought and human striving. He 
has done so, moreover, with wit and grace. For 
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monastics, for believers of every stripe, this 
monograph is a tool for reflection and quite pos-
sibly in its own right a tool also for peace. 

Diana Culbertson 

Schwager, Raymund: Banished from Eden: 
Original Sin and Evolutionary Theory in the 

Drama of Salvation. Translated by James Wil-
liams. Inigo Text Series 9. Leominster, UK: 

Gracewing, 2006. (viii + 191 pp.)  
ISBN 0-85244-606-3, $ 27.95 

James WILLIAMS’ elegant translation of Erbsünde 
und Heilsdrama: Im Kontext von Evolution, Gen-
technik und Apokalyptik (1997) brings this 
groundbreaking study by the late Father Ray-
mund SCHWAGER, S. J. (+2004), to an English-
speaking audience. It undertakes a work that is 
unprecedented: namely, to harmonize the tradi-
tional Christian doctrine of Original Sin with 
evolutionary theory. Although “as yet there is no 
sufficient preparatory work available for a deeper 
reconciliation” of the “traditions of [Christian-
theological and scientific-evolutionary] thought,” 
SCHWAGER nonetheless attempts his “fragmen-
tary” rapprochement of them (p. 99). “There are 
no clear precedents” for such a study, SCHWAGER 
writes, “either from Scripture or from the tradi-
tion or contemporary theology,” so he “can here 
venture only a hypothesis” to be tested by “future 
discussion” (p. 49). 

With characteristic humility and boldness, 
SCHWAGER unfolds his “central hypothesis” that 
“sin penetrated human evolution” (p. 65) and 
thus permanently affected the human condition, 
with the result that sin has been naturalized in 
humanity over the course of time. Understood as 
a component in the evolutionary process, “origi-
nal sin” is what SCHWAGER (quoting Wolfhart 
PANNENBERG) calls “‘a basic state of the natural 
constitution of the perverted life’” (p. 65). 

SCHWAGER advances this hypothesis at a 
postmodern time when, as he notes, the modern 
binaries neatly separating “nature and freedom,” 
biology and ethics, “nature and human history,” 
and nature and culture, no longer stand up to 
scrutiny (pp. 5-7). Drawing heavily upon the 
work of René GIRARD, SCHWAGER calls attention 
to how ingrained in human nature the propensity 
toward imitation is. Replication, SCHWAGER 
notes, is a basic structural feature of DNA and of 
molecular activity (p. 38). The life of the human 
embryo and of the developing fetus within the 

mother’s womb is already conditioned by “inter-
human influences” (p. 31), as medical scholars, 
such as A. TOMATIS, have shown. A “communi-
cative process” is at work in human sexuality and 
reproduction, SCHWAGER argues, that is more 
than purely biological (p. 36). “Extremely decen-
tered,” human beings “are completely in the im-
age of others” and “instinctively directed toward 
others—toward God and fellow human beings” 
from the first moment of their existence,” 
SCHWAGER writes (p. 42).  

On the basis of this insight, SCHWAGER pon-
ders the official, doctrinal formulation by the 
Council of Trent, which declared that “original 
sin is passed on through reproduction [propaga-
tione] and not through imitation [imitatione]” (p. 
39). “This antithesis is rather problematic,” 
SCHWAGER insists, because natural reproduction 
is always already imitative; it involves “a kind of 
quasi-osmotic contact” that “plays a decisive role 
in the development of the ego,” prior to the ego’s 
moral and ethical exercise of a “free choice be-
tween true mimesis and covetous imitation” (p. 
39). The Council’s antithesis depends upon a 
very narrow definition of imitation (proper to its 
historical understanding), whereas a “compre-
hensively understood ‘hereditary transmission’ 
no longer stands in opposition to imitation” (p. 
39).  

What SCHWAGER proposes is a theory of the 
first sin that is at once Biblically informed and in 
keeping with the latest research in genetics. If the 
first sin can be correctly diagnosed, its proper 
naming (SCHWAGER suggests) entails a new un-
derstanding of salvation—of anthropology, of 
Christology, and soteriology. “A doctrine of 
original sin can be finally clarified only on the 
basis of an understanding of redemption,” 
SCHWAGER writes (p. 49). Although SCHWA-
GER’s book is far too brief to offer a satisfying 
account of the latter concerns, it certainly ges-
tures in the direction of an entire systematic the-
ology. For that reason alone (and there are other 
reasons), this slim volume is an important, “big 
think” book.  

Drawing primarily upon the narrative of temp-
tation in Genesis 3, Christian theologians in the 
long history of the Church have associated the 
first sin variously with pride, disobedience, glut-
tony, avarice, disbelief, and lechery (among oth-
ers), with corresponding differences in their 
views of salvation. (On this topic, see my Eating 
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Beauty: The Eucharist and the Spiritual Arts of 
the Middle Ages.) SCHWAGER does not refer to 
these traditional (Patristic and medieval) ac-
counts, but his three “thought experiments,” 
which attempt to reconstruct the “primordial 
scene” (pp. 95, 97), are similar to them in that 
they posit a “concrete event” that happened “long 
ago” and that “continues to have such an effect 
that within limits it is determinative of everything 
to come” (p. 38).  

SCHWAGER argues that the account of the Fall 
must be understood to extend beyond Genesis 3 
(the story of Adam and Eve eating the forbidden 
fruit), to include Genesis 4 (the fratricide of Abel 
by Cain and the murder of Lamech), Genesis 5 
(the listings of the “generations” of Adam), 
Genesis 6 (the flood-like overwhelming of the 
human race by wickedness), and Genesis 11 (the 
building of the tower of Babel). Taken as a 
whole, SCHWAGER suggests, this Biblical narra-
tive of a contagious spread of evil allows for dif-
ferent possible “moments” of intense experi-
ence—sexual union, common feeding, hunting 
and killing—during which the first humans, con-
fronted with “the new illumination of conscious-
ness that came with hominization” (p. 96) may 
have shrunk back from that illumination, revert-
ing willfully to (that is, freely choosing) a lesser, 
animalistic state from which they were actually 
being called forth by God—a reversion with last-
ing consequences for human development over 
time.  

SCHWAGER courageously tackles what appears 
to be an insurmountable opposition between the 
Biblical account and that of evolutionary theory. 
Whereas evolution teaches that the human spe-
cies has developed from more primitive to more 
intelligent forms, Genesis describes a progressive 
movement away from an initial perfection 
through a contagious spread of sin. SCHWAGER 
concludes that sin itself—expressed, for example, 
in the “inclination or disposition to kill” (p. 55), 
the systematic sacrifice of the weaker members 
of the community for the sake of the survival of 
the fittest, and “a long history of death anxiety” 
(p. 55)—has played an instrumental role in the 
increase in human brain size, as well as in the 
ways that humans tend to think and react. “If sin 
… itself played an active role in the further 
course of hominization,” SCHWAGER notes, “then 
it becomes easier to understand why sin is en-
sconced in human nature itself” (p. 55). 

“Memory,” for SCHWAGER, “does not belong 
just to intellectual activity; we ourselves as or-
ganisms are living memories,” affected and im-
printed by events that occurred long before our 
existence (p. 69). Through this subconscious 
“memory,” SCHWAGER suggests, the first sin 
functions as original sin, affecting generation af-
ter generation. 

Turning from the past to the future, 
SCHWAGER’s genetic analysis takes on apocalyp-
tic overtones. If humans have played “an active 
though unconscious” role in human evolution 
over time, then it is not surprising, SCHWAGER 
insists, that present-day humans dare “a con-
scious human intervention” through genetic en-
gineering (p. 72). An “immanent possibility of 
total self-determination emerges”—one with 
“immense dangers,” but also “new possibilities 
and tasks … commensurate with the Christian 
understanding of freedom as total and finalizing 
self-mastery” (p. 123).  

Having devoted Chapters 1 and 2 to consid-
erations of original sin from the perspectives of 
human and natural history, SCHWAGER turns in 
Chapters 3-5 to specifically theological concerns: 
“the dialogue with God” and “supernatural his-
tory” (p. 80). In these chapters SCHWAGER en-
deavors to reconcile the traditional understanding 
of human freedom and responsibility with an un-
derstanding of original sin as an inherited “defi-
cient freedom” (pp. 105-107). A “self-reflective” 
recognition of universal human guilt and respon-
sibility, SCHWAGER maintains, is salvific, to the 
extent that it “preserves the community of be-
lievers from pride and enables them to know ex-
istentially that they are dependent on God’s guid-
ance in all things” (pp. 136, 138). To gain victory 
over the Satan who would deny one’s own guilt 
and “scapegoat” another, SCHWAGER concludes, 
“means to create unity both by owning up to our 
failings, especially those of which we are not 
aware (original sin), and by practicing forgive-
ness ever anew” (p. 163). 

As postmodern as SCHWAGER’s book is—both 
in its overcoming of modernist binaries and in its 
apocalyptic overtones—it conjures up, in the end, 
an almost Patristic image of a Church of repen-
tant sinners, all donned in sackcloth and engaged 
together in a communal, dramatic struggle 
against Satan, the “father of lies,” who would 
deny their intrinsic guiltiness, their need to re-
pent, to seek pardon, and to forgive. Only such a 
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strongly united, redemptive community of hum-
ble individuals, SCHWAGER suggests, can answer 
to the “collective dimension of evil,” the “ten-
dency of a humanity which locks itself up and 
projects the hidden evil onto others” (p. 151). 
The doctrine of original sin, as SCHWAGER un-
derstands it, stands in contradiction to all such 
projection. Affirming that doctrine, then, as 
SCHWAGER does in this book, is an act of pro-
found hope. 

SCHWAGER’s Banished from Eden is provoca-
tive, revisionist, and clearly important. It is not, 
as SCHWAGER himself realizes, a last word on the 
subject, nor does he intend it to be. Its Christol-
ogy and soteriology must be supplemented by 

reading SCHWAGER’s other books, especially his 
Jesus in the Drama of Salvation. Its intermittent 
conversation with Pierre TEILHARD DE CHARDIN 
calls out for a systematic comparison. Its sketch 
of a remedial, Christian spirituality commensu-
rate with a Girardian anthropology is tantaliz-
ingly incomplete. Its use of scientific sources has 
the appearance of eclecticism. For these “frag-
ments” (as SCHWAGER calls them), however, we 
must be truly grateful. Taken together, they offer 
an original, theological extension of GIRARD’S 
thought that pioneers a daring path for others to 
follow.  

Ann Astell 
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EDITOR’s THANKS 
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who returned my camera to me after I had left it in one of the lecture halls. 
Without their honesty this Bulletin would be poorer for pictures, and I would 
be poorer too. A toast to the honest finders, who left their images but not their 
names! 

Nikolaus Wandinger 
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