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Introduction


The origins and background of this slim volume call for a few words of explanation. My title will surprise or puzzle a number of readers, not least in the reference made to a French-American thinker, influential in Europe and across the Atlantic, who died quite recently without, as yet, having become well-read, well-understood or well-accepted in this country. Among these necessary preliminaries, I would wish to accommodate some important thanks and acknowledgements.


This book began life as a series of four Lenten lectures given at Coventry Cathedral (St Michael’s House) in 2016. The invitation came from Coventry’s (then) Canon for Reconciliation, Rev Dr Sarah Hills, who knew something of the – otherwise little known – part played by Girard’s thinking in the Northern Ireland peace process.


I am grateful for her prompt understanding that the cause of Reconciliation needed all the help it could get; and for her discernment in suspecting that, in Girard, it just might come to discover a framing theory capable of bringing new light, momentum and direction to Coventry’s long-standing and established Ministry of Reconciliation.


‘Theory’ of any kind, tends, at first sight, to appear discouraging or dislikeable to British instincts of empirical sense-making and pragmatic muddling through; and, certainly, the precedents of ‘French Theory’ or ‘Critical Theory’ illustrated in the latter third of the twentieth century are – as Girard himself vigorously argued – not always inviting or impressive. However, the point about a ‘theory’ is that, well done, it can simplify and unify cogently complex aspects of reality. It brings difficult and obscure phenomena into manageable focus so that they become amenable to human thought and action. That is a highly desirable asset in the field of reconciliation.


Sarah Hills could not, at that time of her invitation, have known that the death of René Girard (intervening as we spoke in November 2015) would trigger, in Europe and the United States of America, a series of ‘after René Girard’ books, together with a rediscovery of this thinker’s often neglected writings on religion. My thanks to Sarah are all the warmer for her unknowing. Without her generous and farseeing invitation to a retired professor of French, recently dropped into Coventry Diocese from St Andrews in Scotland, this book would have found no occasion to exist; it might not have come to be.


In one sense, however, the book of the lectures is indeed a function of what was not then known. It echoes, at a more modest level, such works of recapitulation, review and re-evaluation as Grant Kaplan’s indispensable René Girard, Unlikely Apologist: Mimetic Theory and Fundamental Theology (2016) and Bernard Perret’s admirable Penser la foi chrétienne après René Girard (2018).1 It offers, in other words, to mediate for British readers, at a more introductory level, the job done by these works in, respectively, the United States and France.


It is not always the case, of course, that public lectures can (or should) survive their oral presentation. In this case, they did and have; with a quarter (or so) of new material added, while still conserving something – I hope – of the immediacy and freshness of the original face-to-face occasion.


The reason for their surviving is not far to seek. The intellectual electricity generated transcended that original context and continues to do so. How can one begin to address, let alone resolve, problems that have not been adequately explored and understood? And who, then, will decipher for us the seemingly bottomless enigma of ‘violence and the sacred’? That question had particular resonance in 2016, in the context created by the alarming brutalities of so-called Islamic State (IS) in Syria and elsewhere; but it was – and it remains – a question pertinent to the modern world as a whole; it was and remains everybody’s problem.


I had by the time of that invitation become convinced that René Girard, the Stanford-based, French-American, fundamental anthropologist and culture theorist, had the lion’s share of the available research-based insight and the best overview (or ‘theory’) – the theory best capable of accommodating and interacting with other ‘best insights’ of all sorts and from many quarters.


It had not always been so. When I read, in French, his first groundbreaking essay in cultural anthropology of 1972, Violence and the Sacred, I found it too novel, too disconcerting, and insufficiently ‘resolved’ in its strangeness. I was deeply suspicious, also – along with most other British readers at the time – of the foundational idea that human culture, including religion, had developed out of, and as a protection against, human violence.


Fifteen years later, I returned to Girard, feverishly turning the pages of his Socratic dialogue and intellectual thriller, Things Hidden from the Foundation of the World. Only then did ‘the penny drop’. This moment of illumination happened, as I recall, under canvas, as the skies above our family tent opened and my children, cooped up within that fragile refuge on the Languedoc coast, ran amok, all unheeded, around me … and my wife despaired of masculine-kind!


I went on to do what precious few of Girard’s English critics have since done: namely, read all his other writings and understand his way of thinking. I discovered a rich and unknown country of the mind. Here was the ‘one that got away’, certainly, from the enclosure of minds within the Mind and from endless self-referentiality;2 but here, too, was the French theorist who was no longer just French; who wrote and thought against the grain of all other ‘French theory’ (which is far better known in this country); and yet, this alternative theorist had actually enabled all their reputations to develop. It was Girard who, in 1966, co-hosted an international conference on ‘The Languages of Criticism and the Sciences of Man’, attended by all the stars of post-structuralism and of deconstruction: Barthes, Lacan, Foucault, Goldmann, Paul de Man and Derrida (invited when Lévi-Strauss declined) et al. This much-remarked conference at the Johns Hopkins University in Baltimore, introduced ‘French Theory’ to a transatlantic English-speaking public – thereby provoking turbulent and heated debate and a spectacular turmoil over teaching programmes within many American universities. In later life, Girard was known to ‘confess’ – with a mischievous twinkle – to having ‘brought the plague from Europe to America’.3


As far as our own English-speaking country is concerned, Girard’s reputation never really surmounted the influential accident which meant that, commuting between his native France and his adoptive professional home of America, he regularly bypassed London, flying over or travelling around it.


Along with leading French philosopher Paul Ricoeur, and other luminaries in many humanities disciplines, René Girard was, however, invited to the University of St Andrews as part of a public lecture and seminar series marking the bi-millennium (since published by Routledge under the title 2000 Years and Beyond [Gifford et al. 2003]). It was one of only two or three such invitations he ever received to visit the UK. Eminent figures such as Paul Ricoeur and Jürgen Moltmann, predictably drew to that particular event, from all over Scotland, huge audiences, whom they by no means disappointed; but it was a brilliant Girard, then at the height of his powers, who truly dazzled and fascinated his somewhat smaller ones. ‘The best performance I have heard in over 30 years at St Andrews’, said the then Berry Professor of English of the two-hour seminar, which followed on, a day later, from Girard’s public lecture, and which I had the privilege of chairing.


Our acquaintance developed; and in 2007 I was invited to work with Girard, then emeritus Professor at Stanford, as Invited Scholar in his own Department of French and Italian. Having myself retired in the interval, and presented Girard for an honorary degree at St Andrews (with support from the Schools of Divinity, of Philosophy and Social Anthropology, as well as of Modern Languages), I returned to California, as elected Visiting Research Fellow of the Girardian foundation ‘Imitatio’, based at Stanford University.


Despite being, in Girardian terms, something of a ‘labourer of the eleventh hour’, I became then one of a tiny handful of British scholars fortunate enough, in workshops and conferences over a considerable period, to have interacted closely with the alternative theorist.


Here, I would wish to register a deep debt of gratitude also to the insight and scholarship of many longer-established Girardian colleagues, encountered in that place and time, who have likewise advanced my understanding of the depth, range and prodigious potential of mimetic theory. Chief among these are Paul Dumouchel, James Alison, Benoît Chantre, Jean-Pierre Dupuy, Andrew McKenna, Wolfgang Palaver, Michael Kirwan, Jean-Michel Oughourlian, Martha Reineke, Sandor Goodhart and Pierpaolo Antonello;4 the last-named being the Cambridge-based co-editor, with me, of the two books (2015a and 2015b) that emerged in those years from the three conferences, organised between 2009 and 2013 at Cambridge and Stanford, around the theme of ‘Darwin and Girard’.


It is a considerable fact about studies in Girardian mimetic theory that they represent an ongoing collective enterprise, engaging many disciplines, and addressing many topics pursued by researchers of diverse sensibilities and mindsets all over the world. This fraternal diaspora is very loosely organised in a – sometimes dynamic and sometimes unstable – ellipse. It turns around the twin focal points represented by the ‘Imitatio’ foundation, on the one hand, and, on the other, by the standing Colloquium on Violence and Religion (COV&R).5 The rewarding aspect of this unusual constellation of researchers and seekers is, as one might imagine, its implied catholicity of mind, its rich human diversity and unfailing intellectual stimulus. The penalty is that not all Girardians think with the concise and modest brilliance of their original inspirer. Girard is often then misjudged by the dispersed order – and even by the lesser merit – of the ever-growing host of Girardians.


`It remains true that the reception – not infrequently, the non-reception – of Girard in the UK presents a special and interesting case of academic mésestime.6 True: Girard’s reputation was never easily or comfortably established anywhere: the interdisciplinary nature of his thought disconcerts many; so does its relentless focus and consistency – and its breadth of purview. His thrust is counter-cultural; and there must be discomfort where so many corporations and establishments are challenged, so many minds asked to turn around. The prophet always divides opinion and scandalises. Whatever seems powerfully prophetic to some will inevitably appear suspiciously marginal and irritatingly maverick to others. And yet the prophet opens ears and eyes to what is closest to us and to the things we most need to discover.


It is in this larger context that I would wish to express my very warmest thanks to Dr Rowan Williams, currently Master of Madgalene College, Cambridge. He is well-placed to know why such mésestime occurs – also, and perhaps especially, in academe. He has used his considerable position and public influence generously, in giving play to promising theories, and their bearers; especially where they both attract stone-throwers and, as in this particular case, also make intelligible the phenomenon of stone-throwing (known, in the more violent forms it assumes in certain social and religious practices, as ‘lapidation’).


His support has been invaluable in introducing Girard to established opinion-formers in this country: by attending, while still at Lambeth, the first Darwin-Girard conference in Cambridge; and, subsequently, by prefacing the two Darwin-Girard books which appeared under the titles Can We Survive Our Origins? and How We Became Human. He also chaired con brio the book launch of the two Darwin-Girard titles at the Cambridge Festival of Ideas in October 2015.


More than that: the simple encouragement he has given has been sustaining. It derives from an idea I have come to share with him and which underlies the present book. Rowan Williams was among the very first to understand that a cogent theory of emissary victimisation (or ‘scapegoating’) is required in our twenty-first-century culture, if the Passion of Christ is to remain, in this time of interfaith and of no faith, universally accessible, and its true resonance and import discerned.


A serious piece of fundamental anthropology, in other words, is required to unlock the transformative and reconciliatory potential of the Christian faith itself. If the present book can contribute in any measure to meeting that strategic requirement of our times, it will have achieved its goal; its travelling will have been light, and its labour joyful.


My lively thanks go, finally, to two colleagues: Professor Ann Loades, CBE, who gave me good, crisp and stimulating theological advice; and Professor Brian Stimpson whose reactions helped define my sense of what, where and how much to explain.


The old adage is still true: for whatever defects remain, the responsibility is entirely mine.





1. Details of this and other such works are given in Cited Texts and Further Reading at the end of this volume.


2. ‘Mimetic desire is a realist theory which shows why human beings are incapable of realism’ (Girard, VR [La voix méconnue du réel] 2001:207).


3. For the avoidance of doubt, ‘plague’, like ‘flood’, is, in Girard’s thought, a significant metaphor for the contagion of violent strife, which is the direct referent of this remark.


4. Pierpaolo Antonello is Reader in modern Italian literature and culture at the University of Cambridge and Fellow of St John’s College. With René Girard and João Cezar de Castro Rocha he co-authored Evolution and Conversion: Dialogues on the Origins of Culture, and he is a member of the Research and Publications committees of ‘Imitatio’.


5. As its website explains, this review has been devoted (since 1990) to ‘Exploring, Critiquing and Developing Girard’s Mimetic Theory’, https://violenceandreligion.com. The Imitatio website (www.imitatio.org) has many brief videoclips in which Girard expounds key points of his theory.


6. One sign that the ice age may be yielding was the foundation of a new series devoted to Girard at the Bloomsbury Press under the title ‘Violence and the Sacred’. The first volume, edited by Scott Cowdell, Chris Fleming and Joel Hodge was Girard’s Mimetic Theory Across the Disciplines (2012).





1


What Is ‘Sacred Violence’?


My general proposal in this short book is that we will come to be better reconcilers if we can manage to gain a sharper and more joined-up understanding of how human violence is linked to the sacred.


If I had advanced this proposal before the attack in 2001 on the twin towers in New York (the event known as 9/11), my guess is that it would have risked appearing eccentric. Few people, really, thought there was any link worth mentioning between human violence and the sacred (‘whatever that might be’).


It is certainly true that this latter word has virtually dropped out of academic anthropology in our own time, having been one of the keywords of that discipline in its glory days, during the first half of the twentieth century. Books on terrorism do still sometimes invoke the sacred, but without being very sure of how or when it should be used. Michael Burleigh, an eminent academic historian, used it his three-part history of politics and religion: Sacred Causes (2005 and 2007) and Earthly Powers (2006). However, when he came, in 2008, to write Blood and Rage: A Cultural History of Terrorism, the word sacred was dropped. Too difficult to manage, perhaps? Or perhaps that cause was not sacred to us – that is, to the ‘us’ likely to purchase the book; and who, among that public, was likely to know, reliably, what the sacred is, anyway? Yet, would there be any rage, or any blood, if it were not for the sacred cause which terrorists pursue; and the sacred intensity with which they pursue it?


Take the title of another book in this field, John Esposito’s Unholy War: Terror in the Name of Islam (2002). Now that’s a really excellent book, retracing, exactly and coolly, the rise in modern times, of a politically radicalised fundamentalism within Islam. Esposito rightly wants us to distinguish what’s holy and what’s unholy, first, to rebuke the claims of Islamist fundamentalists to be fighting what Muslims have very frequently called ‘Holy War’ (that expression is, of course, very much part of the history of Christendom also). Second, Esposito seeks to refute one of the first Western interviews in 1997 with Al Qaeda leader bin Laden broadcast on CNN News by that organisation’s Security Analyst Peter Bergen (1997) and subsequently reproduced in the latter’s book Holy War, Inc. (2001) (i.e. ‘Incorporated’) – Bergen’s critical ‘take’ here being: this is basically a modern, secular, Western-inspired movement with a few Islamic religious trappings. Esposito objects squarely and properly to both these suggestions; but even he, I think, misses the deepest level of explanation by failing to see any daylight, any illuminating contrast, between the sacred and the holy.


In all this, the sacred looks a bit like what physicists refer to as dark matter. Plenty of it about, but our instruments can’t quite get hold of it. No more in the cultural universe of mind-made – that is, human – things, than in nature’s physical cosmos. We are only now beginning, perhaps, to wake up to the sacred, and to shed our reticence in facing up to all its implications. If, having been jerked awake by Islamist jihad, with its blood, its rage and its sacred cause, we now fail to ‘make the hard yards’ towards understanding this neglected category of things human, and fail to discern its deep-laid connection to human violence, then our reconciliation talk is likely to be unfocussed. It risks being a patchy empirical practice at best, deprived of the strong direction, discernment, consistency and effective focus that an appropriate theoretical understanding can bring. At worst, it risks becoming a blundering and talkative irrelevance. Reconciliation? Yes, of course: we all just love it. But, alas, sometimes in the mode of ‘motherhood and apple pie’. Whereas, as Bonhoeffer pointed out, and as Coventry Cathedral, standing side by side with its own blitzed and blackened ruin, has paid dearly enough to remember well, there isn’t any cheap grace.


So, here’s the plan. I suggest we start work at once on that third term of my general title ‘Towards Reconciliation: Understanding Violence and the Sacred’. Having got a handle on what we least understand and most leave out of account – namely, the sacred – we can then work our way, stage by stage, towards understanding sacred or sacral violence. That’s what will help us know when, how, and even if, we can move forward in the underlying enterprise and mission of reconciliation. There will be some merit, too, in discovering, as a function of the challenge it assumes, what reconciliation itself is and does, and why we need it.


* * *


‘I’m often asked what I think of “the sacred”. I usually answer: I don’t know what it is!’ I’m quoting Rowan Williams (no less), speaking socratically, tongue-in-cheek, at an event during the Cambridge University ‘Festival of Ideas’ of October 2015, where this notion came up. Those are wise words. The sacred is protean, like electricity: it takes multiple forms; it produces the most diverse and bewilderingly contradictory discourses of explanation; and, to boot, it generates in our modern secular culture, a ‘don’t go there’ reaction of suspicion, irritated incomprehension and antipathy.


Given that elusive character, my best tactic will be to offer a series of glimpses of the sacred in action. My former colleagues in academe, those of them who are philosophers, at least, would no doubt have urged me to call this exercise ‘a phenomenology of the sacred’. What I will say is that it’s a DIY version of that very fine thing – which is as much as I can manage – and it is offered here because it will speak more immediately to an English-speaking audience than the more characteristically French approach and mindset, prepared by Descartes and the Structuralists of the 1960s, which we shall hear about in our next chapter from René Girard. (In Girard, that inheritance is handled with the intuitional flair and sensitivity of the great novelist Proust, with whom Girard also has affinities.) I hope this move will not give rise to confusion: Girard is the one with the real insight, as will quickly become clear; but there is an introductory job of cultural translation and empirical recognition to be achieved first, before we can benefit from his insights.


With this brief prologue, let me simply jump in at the deep end. We recall the episode, in the Old Testament, of the Akedah, that is, the ‘binding’ of Isaac (Genesis 22:9). A call or duty in the order of things sacred, is, seemingly, laid upon the patriarch Abraham: he’s called to sacrifice his son.


Now, if we are at all anthropologically minded, we prick up our ears at this: because that sacred duty allows us to identify the implicit context in time and space: it sends us back to the era of human blood sacrifice, specifically, of bloody child sacrifice, a practice which Israel indeed encountered in the land of Canaan, and in counter-distinction to which, the religion of Israel is itself emerging and evolving. (Look, for example, at Leviticus 18:21 and Deuteronomy 18:9-14 – the Revised Standard Version of the Bible has a section headed ‘Child Sacrifice, Divination and Magic Prohibited’.)


A call that is sacred binds both the victim and the human subject who is charged to do God’s received or supposed will. In this case – here is the emerging Hebraic novelty – Abraham is the agent of the divine purpose, through whom passes God’s promise of blessing for all of humankind. In order to transmit that blessing he must have a descendency; he must have that long-delayed and much expected son, the very one who – this is the knot of the story – is apparently demanded as sacrificial victim.


Hence an exquisite ambiguity, a baffling problem. On the one hand, the sacred call is the imperative and all-overriding voice of God (the sacred always implies ‘absolute, non-negotiable’). On the other, it signifies the appalling horror of the knife that kills. To decide, as Abraham does, to sacrifice his son, is both a horrifically costly offering of faith-obedience and, in good etymology, a cutting-away of Israel’s covenant promise itself. More than mere ‘survival’, it is Israel’s hope of salvation, and ours, that is at stake. This act is, or it would have been, if it had come to pass, sacred violence; but here, in this haunting story, sacred violence is being presented in its very sharpest and most problematic profile.


How can God really desire or countenance the sacrificial killing of the bearer of the divine promise? That’s the central paradox. It is resolved, albeit incompletely, in the story. God, it turns out, provides the ‘proper’ scapegoat victim for sacrifice: the ram caught by its horns in the thicket. He had, so the text leads us to suppose, intended this outcome from the beginning: Abraham’s faith was being tried. However, we glimpse here obliquely a remembrance of something else as well: namely, the modulation of the institution itself of sacrifice – the passage from human sacrifice to animal sacrifice within the religion of Israel. We see also how that modulation allows the writers of this story to escape from the worst ‘cutting edge’, so to speak, of sacred violence (it is not always known that the English word ‘scapegoat’ connotes, etymologically, an escape goat). Meanwhile, the more subtle notion that Abraham is being tested in his faith commitment, eases the advent of a revisionist theology; everyone’s sacred is not necessarily, it seems, the accurate or adequate expression of Israel’s high and holy God.


Abraham is unbound, let off the hook, so to speak, along with Isaac; and so is Israel; and all three become better bonded to God, as he is truly. (That’s how the story turns out in the telling, i.e. in retrospective interpretation.) Not only so; but, as Austrian Catholic theologian Wolfgang Palaver points out, this story of the ‘transcended human sacrifice’ marks, along with the historical rejection of that particular institution, the acceptance of the ‘divine’ value of human being as such (Palaver 2009: 29-65).


What is residually problematic, of course, is the changing representation and image of God. What certainly remains unresolved is the gap between how we feel and perceive divine transcendence and, on the other hand, how God really is, ultimately, in Himself. That indeterminate and potentially vast gap, is here bridged by one little step of understanding, a tiny step taken empirically, by trial and error, in human time. This world, it seems, is the place where the will of God is not known with certainty, not infallibly done; where it can be and often will be, monstrously misconstrued and misrepresented, caricatured and violently flouted. Where the imperative of survival may be at odds with the necessities of salvation. The same world, in fact, as is recognised in the Gospel: ‘Thy Kingdom come … on earth, as it is in Heaven’.


However, have we not thereby recognised also the gap of cognitive understanding, of spiritual ambiguity and human uncertainty, within which the sacred operates and within which any number of human and cultural factors, themselves changing in space and in time, have play and hold sway? We begin to see why the human sense of the sacred can and does change, and change with protean variety, in time and space; how it can even change valency – here, from something morally positive, i.e. blood sacrifice, in its primitive acceptance, is God-given, good and due, to something morally negative (‘No, God does not desire sacrifice, not if by sacrifice is understood the bloody immolation of a child scapegoat victim’).


Then, however, if that is true, can we not just as well envisage the case in which this shift of moral valency and perspective does not happen; or, if it does, is obscured by a subsequent regression to a more primitive understanding? Witness Islamist fundamentalism; witness Islamic State. Muslims can, of course, reject IS and most do; but it is a mistake to pretend that IS isn’t a religiously inspired, millenarian group, with a recognisably Islamic imprint. Anjem Choudary, London’s most notorious, and currently imprisoned, defender of IS, has said quite openly that crucifixions and beheadings are ‘sacred requirements’. Princeton-based academic specialist of mediaeval Islam, Bernard Haykel agrees: ‘Slavery, crucifixions and beheadings are not something that freakish jihadists are cherry-picking from mediaeval Islamic tradition.’ IS fighters are ‘smack in the middle of the mediaeval tradition and are bringing it wholesale into the present day’; ‘They are authentic throwbacks to early Islam and are faithfully reproducing its norms of war.’1


Of course, the way we assess this continuity is still subject to the distinction we have just established in relation to Judaeo-Christian tradition: the distinction between a religious dimension and a socio-cultural order. The origin of this distinction lies so deep and is so aboriginal that lines of distinction are all but impossible to draw with any authority. Until, that is, and unless, we have an account of the genesis of religion and of the relation of religion to revelation. It is in this zone of deepest unsightedness and obscurity that Girard will be seen to bring invaluable light.


We can see, at least that the Akedah is important to us all because it points to a parting of the ways in the religious development of humankind as such. One way leads to a critical, contextualised and emergentist view of the religious source tradition; the other to an unmoving, unbending adherence to an absolutist sacrality. From that point on, most of us will wish to distinguish between the (human) sacred and the (truly, intrinsically) holy. That is a distinction of extreme significance; and it becomes entirely crucial, I suggest, when we are proposing to speak carefully, rather than quickly and ill-advisedly, about the involvement in human violence of religion.


We can indeed perhaps sum up the argument thus far by saying: there are two doors marked ‘Swift Exit from this Topic’. I hope we shall avoid taking either of them. One, if we are Muslims, will have written on it: ‘IS is totally un-Islamic; it has nothing whatever to do with Islam’. The other, if we are Jewish or Christian, is like unto it: ‘Sacred violence is quite foreign to our religion; it has no part in our faith-tradition or our history’.


* * *


‘An organised public cult in the order of the sacred’ – I think that’s probably what most anthropologists these days would agree to mean by the word religion. Organised means that some specific content, some form of ritual procedure and some significant mind-shape has been imposed on something more spontaneous or immediate than went before, and out of which the organised cult has developed. It is likely that the sacred will, when the sciences of anthropology, ethnology and comparative religion have caught up with it adequately, prove to have been – and, obscurely, to be still – the matrix from which originally emerged all of the unnumbered and multifarious varieties of the human phenomenon we are content, usually unthinkingly, to call religion. At which point, we might come to recognise, without the reflex of incredulity this possibility often evokes in our contemporaries, why that category of things human is very much with us still.


It is sufficiently clear, at all events, that the sacred is a proto-form of human spirituality, anticipating for long eons the organised cults we call religion. Its earliest expressions may have been very basic indeed; so basic that it may have been no more than the most intuitional group understanding that flickers invisibly between us, making us of one mind – binding us together, even as it binds us to and bonds us with an immediately felt mystery going beyond ourselves, registering indistinctly some transcendence. We think here, for instance, of the archaic-sacral veneration for blood, for fire.


What binds and bonds us still today are the ‘sacralities’ we share. If we doubt that, or fail to see what it means, we might try observing the playing of national anthems at rugby world cup finals, or at similarly big occasions and solemn gatherings. Look at those virile heroes of the fifteen-a-side oval-shaped ball, lined up before the match, personally delegated to carry the torch for their nation, bearing witness, before a massed audience of sports lovers in the stadium and worldwide, to the deeper and older thing that lifts them towards supreme effort and glory. Watch the closed hand held over the heart; see how the faces struggle to retain composure – deeply breathing, facial muscles frozen, eyes closed, lip quivering. Our heroes are close to tears, mouthing the words that many are unable to sing, invaded and taken over as they are by the ‘god’ of sacred emotion.


Or think of the dark charisma, fiercer and more brutal in feeling, of Hitler’s Nuremberg rallies (recorded for posterity in newsreels and in Leni Riefenstahl’s film The Triumph of the Will). That darker sacrality is distilled out of the torchlit procession, the chants, the slogans, the hypnotic cadences of urgent and rasping speech, organising the darkness, imprinting the ardent passivity of the listeners. This is an elaborately staged, ideologically orchestrated, pagan liturgy. Yes, the sacred varies in content and ethos – here, it communes in the Will to Power incarnate in the Führer and magnified, in a feedback loop, by his entranced and yielding audience. However, it is, in all of us, the psychic or spiritual tissue of group understanding, complicity, intimacy; it is the most immediate experience of community, of communion – hence, also, of collective identity as such; in short, the immediate and innermost electricity of us-ness, exalted by a sense of transcendence, i.e. of extra- or super-us-ness.


In content and tenor, the sacred always was, and still is, ambiguous: now a sort of benign white magic, and now positively demonic. It’s decidedly black in the work of one modern atheistic thinker, close to the Surrealist movement. Writing in the 1920s and 1930s, Georges Bataille accuses Christianity of catastrophically domesticating the sacred; it has drowned our sense of common spiritual tissue and, particularly, it has extinguished that primordial contact with life, he says, by dousing it in a bland and benign therapy of white magic, thus opening a door to secularisation. Under this name, he describes a process of desacralisation evacuating that fearsome thrill of existing in a dangerous cosmos, insulating us from that primitive electric charge of the erotic life-current pulsing in everything, and thus opening the door to utilitarian values and to the pragmatic, down-to-earth prosaic realisms of the century (remember, the word secular, is related to fr. siècle < lat. saeculum). His idea is that our Western culture has thrown out the baby (the sacred) with the bathwater (he means organised, public religion – in practice, for Bataille and most Frenchmen, the Catholic Church).
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