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Praise for Peter Rollins’s Previous Works

“What Pete does in this book is take you to the edge of a cliff where you can see how high you are and how far you would fall if you lost your footing. And just when most writers would kindly pull you back from the edge, he pushes you off, and you find yourself without any solid footing, disoriented, and in a bit of a panic . . . until you realize that your fall is in fact, a form of flying. And it’s thrilling.”

—Rob Bell, author of Love Wins and Velvet Elvis

“While others labor to save the Church as they know it, Peter Rollins takes an ax to the roots of the tree. Those who have enjoyed its shade will want to stop him, but his strokes are so clean and true that his motive soon becomes clear: this man trusts the way of death and resurrection so much that he has become fearless of religion.”

—Barbara Brown Taylor, author of Leaving Church and An Altar in the World

“Rollins writes and thinks like a new Bonhoeffer, crucifying the trappings of religion in order to lay bare a radical, religionless and insurrectional Christianity. A brilliant new voice—an activist, a storyteller and a theologian all in one—and not a moment too soon.”

—John D. Caputo, Thomas J. Watson Professor of Religion Emeritus, Syracuse University
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Eleven, You are eternal in me.


The Sanctuary was empty and the Holy of Holies untenanted.

—BOOK V OF THE HISTORIES BY TACITUS, COMMENTING ON THE DISCOVERY OF GNAEUS POMPEIUS MAGNUS UPON ENTERING THE HOLY OF HOLIES IN 63 BCE



INTRODUCTION
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Hocus-Pocus

Years ago I was taught how to perform a simple vanishing trick. Taking a quarter from a friend, I’d hold it in both hands and rub it firmly on a tabletop. After this, I’d take the quarter in my right hand, place my left elbow on the surface of a table, lean in close, and rub the coin against my bare forearm. I’d repeat this act of rubbing the coin on the table and then against my forearm four or five times until the coin would finally seem to “dissolve” into my arm. Then, when my friend asked where the coin had gone, I’d lift a nearby pint to reveal how it had been transported magically across the table only to reappear under the glass.

Like most magic tricks, the whole illusion rested on some pretty simple sleight of hand and a little misdirection. The sleight of hand involved getting my audience used to the idea that I always lifted the quarter with my right hand after rubbing it on the table. Once this had been established, I would switch and lift it with my left hand. With some carefully placed misdirection, people would be momentarily distracted at the point of the switch and so continue to assume that the quarter was in my right hand.

Manufacturing the disappearance was now a simple matter of rubbing my empty right hand against my elbow, as if the coin were still there, before slowly revealing that it was actually gone.

There was, of course, still the issue of getting rid of the coin that was hidden in my left hand. After all, this would be one of the first places people would look once they realized it wasn’t where they expected it to be. This was not, however, difficult to do, for when my left elbow touched the table, my left hand naturally rested at the same level as the back of my neck. While everyone was distracted, I simply hid the coin there.

When the quarter was shown to have disappeared, I’d quickly present both of my hands for observation, thus directing their attention away from where the coin actually was.

In contrast to the disappearance, the return was easy—a few minutes before announcing the trick, I’d clandestinely place a different quarter under a glass on the table. As people were checking my arm and hands, I’d lift the glass to reveal the coin that I’d hidden before the trick even began.

This little illusion contains the three basic elements of a classical vanishing act:

1. An object is presented to the audience

2. This object is made to disappear

3. The object then miraculously reappears

In the film The Prestige, directed by Christopher Nolan (adapted from Christopher Priest’s book of the same name), these three stages are called:

1. The Pledge

2. The Turn

3. The Prestige

In the coin trick above, we see each of these stages clearly at work. The Pledge represented the part of the illusion where I would ask for a quarter and let everyone examine it. The Turn took place when I made the quarter look as if it had dissolved into my arm. Finally, the Prestige was the point when I lifted my glass to reveal the “return” of the lost quarter.

In addition to these three basic elements—Pledge, Turn, Prestige—a good vanishing act also involves two other components: a little patter (the magician’s distracting talk) and the use of some esoteric incantation uttered at the key moment of the Turn.

Both of these elements have some interesting connections with the Christian world.

The term patter is most likely derived from paternoster, a word that refers to the repetitive, mesmerizing prayers used by nuns and monks in religious orders. For the medieval magician, their own distracting talk had a similar trancelike result as the repetitive prayers of the monks, helping to make the audience less aware of what was going on around them.

In a similar way, one of the most popular “magic phrases” used by magicians in the seventeenth century was hocus-pocus, a term most likely parodying the proclamation hoc est corpus (this is my body) uttered by priests during Mass.

It was Archbishop of Canterbury John Tillotson who first noted this interesting connection in the late 1600s. In one of his published sermons, Tillotson preached that the magician’s words were nothing more than a “ridiculous imitation of the priests of the Church of Rome in their trick of Transubstantiation.”1

For Tillotson, just as the magician only pretended that something supernatural was happening during the vanishing act, so, too, the Catholic priest deceives his congregants, as he proclaimed that the bread and wine were transformed into the actual body and blood of Christ upon his blessing. Both were stage shows of a sort, a fancy game of deception designed to take in and amaze their respective audiences. Both, Tillotson said, falsely claimed to be part of something supernatural: one in the name of some dark powers, the other in the name of God.

The magician would make an object disappear then reappear.

The priest would preside over the transformation of the bread and wine into the body and blood of Christ.

For Tillotson, hoc est corpus was as impotent and ignoble an incantation as hocus-pocus. In pointing this out, he wanted to ridicule and discredit the theory of transubstantiation, exposing  it as nothing but a cheap parlor game played by a cynical or naïve institution to confound their congregants.

For Tillotson, the authentic Eucharistic meal had nothing whatsoever to do with superstitious hocus-pocus, but was rather a solemn act of ritualistic remembrance. Thus, in contrast to the idea of the bread and wine changing their essence, he affirmed the Communion meal’s straightforward, pragmatic significance as a reminder of Christ’s Resurrection in the lives of individual believers.

No doubt the church today would share in Tillotson’s desire to distance the Eucharist from a mundane magic trick. Whether they would seek to affirm the meal as an act of remembrance or, instead, claim that something supernatural was taking place, no church authority would equate this central sacrament with that of a mere conjuring act. Any such comparison to playing a game would be wholly rejected.

However, what if one of the best ways of understanding the earth-shattering, deeply life transforming meaning of the Eucharist—indeed, the core proclamation of Christianity itself—is precisely by looking at it as a vanishing act?

What if Tillotson was right in seeing a connection between a magic trick and the Eucharist . . . but wrong in thinking that this took away from its significance and mocked it?

What if we witness this three-part sacramental act as a fundamentally irreligious movement that has nothing to do with theism or atheism, or with doctrines, dogmas, or denominations? But rather as an event that we participate in, an event that takes what we hold as most sacred, makes it disappear before our very eyes, and then returns it to us in an utterly different way.

Through partaking in Communion, the Pledge, the Turn, and the Prestige are sacramentally reenacted. First there is the presentation of the sacred as an object in the bread and wine. Then there is the disappearance of this sacred-object in the consumption. Finally there is the Prestige—the return of the sacred through a realization that we are the body that we consumed, “Now you are the body of Christ, and each one of you is a part of it.”2

The Eucharist, then, becomes a snapshot of our Christianity as a whole. And looking beyond the Eucharist, I hope to show how Christianity—or rather the “event” that is dimly testified to in Christianity—comprises a spectacle that is as scandalous to the world as it is transformative. As we progress, we will see that this event is a stumbling block to the church and foolishness to the cultured elite, but it is good news for the rest of us.

So without further ado, ladies and gentlemen, boys and girls, take your seats and let the curtain rise on what might well be the most incredible, most spectacular vanishing act in the history of the world . . .



SECTION ONE
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THE PLEDGE


An Object Is Presented




CHAPTER 1
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Conjuring Something from Nothing

The word Christianity has largely come to refer to a particular way of viewing the world. It involves a set of beliefs and practices that can be compared and contrasted with other worldviews. Both its advocates and its critics see Christianity as making certain claims about the existence of God, the nature of the universe, and the ultimate meaning of life.

Countless books attempt to work out how the beliefs of Christianity should sit in relation to theories put forth by sociologists, psychologists, and natural scientists. A mammoth amount of time and energy is spent on the question of whether Christianity offers a perspective that complements contemporary theories of the world, conflicts with them, or deals with a different set of issues entirely.

But despite which view one picks, the shared understanding is that Christianity offers a concrete way of understanding the world and our place within it. It is one of the few things that both religious apologists and their adversaries actually agree on—both accept that Christianity makes certain knowledge claims and both accept that these claims attempt to reflect the nature of reality in some way. The only difference is that religious apologists attempt to prove them true, while their adversaries strive to expose them as false.

Whether we accept or reject Christianity, we all seem to know broadly what we mean when we use the term: a worldview that makes certain knowledge claims. Christianity is thus a term that is used to describe a tribal identity; a grouping within society bound together by shared beliefs, traditions, and history.

Of course, within this shared horizon there are legion conflicts regarding what exactly constitutes a Christian belief. Depending on whether one is Orthodox, Catholic, or Protestant (and whether of the conservative or liberal leaning), one will get different answers about which beliefs and practices are debatable and which are nonnegotiable. Some people might only hold a few beliefs as essential, while others might list volumes of things—from the sublime to the utterly ridiculous—that they think we need to affirm in order to warrant the title. All of these different factions, though, agree that Christianity makes at least some claims. Any debates, then, that revolve around what beliefs or practices might be correctly “Christian” continue to operate within the same horizon of meaning.

This belief-oriented understanding of faith causes certain problems for those who find the beliefs unconvincing, who have legitimate doubts, or who suffer from mental health issues that make the forming of such beliefs too difficult. Regarding this last issue, some religious leaders might claim that there is a divine get-out-of-jail-free card for such circumstances, but this very view hints at the idea that belief might not be of central importance.

It suggests that Christianity might concern something deeper than intellectual belief.

Or rather, that something might be happening within Christianity that doesn’t rest on the affirmation of some church doctrine. Christianity has indeed become another system. It’s been reduced to a way of viewing the world and marking out a particular social grouping. However, while Christianity as a system might be of interest to social scientists on one side and systematic theologians on the other, the aim of this book is to chart a different path.

I wish to argue that this founding event—which I will explore as we go along—is not concerned with a set of beliefs concerning the world, but rather calls us to enter into a different way of existing within the world. The good news of Christianity—that is to say the life-giving event harbored within the tradition—is not an invitation to join an exclusive party. Indeed, as I hope to show, this good news involves discovering that those parties aren’t all they’re cracked up to be, and that there is a way of celebrating life that is more authentic, enriching, and healing than anything we might find through membership to some special club. A way that is not limited to a conservative or liberal, optimistic or pessimistic, theistic or atheistic worldview, but rather one that can operate happily in and through them all.

In order to provide a dim sense of what this event is—or different way of being in the world—I have opted for comparing the good news of Christianity to a magic trick. This is not an arbitrary decision, though there are no doubt other approaches that can be taken. For this reading provides a clear and precise way of understanding how the event of Christianity is not an intellectual position we take with regard to the world, but a way of immersing ourselves in the world.

I hope to show that by approaching it through the lens of a great vanishing act, the ubiquitous idea of Christianity as a confessional system of belief, i.e., as involving the affirmation of various doctrines, actually obscures the liberating call that gave birth to this system, a call that encroaches on all religious and secular encampments.

The Creation of the Sacred-Object

In order to understand what this event harbored in Christianity might be, we must begin by outlining a particular type of suffering that we are all prone to. We all face numerous difficulties in life, difficulties that require medical, political, and economic solutions. However, there is one difficulty that would seem to require a different response, one that is expressed and addressed in, among other things, the biblical narrative.

This difficulty can broadly be described as the experience of a lack in our lives—a lack we believe can be filled by a particular thing or set of circumstances. For the remainder of this book we shall use the term sacred-object to describe whatever it is we think will fill this lack, whether that be money, health, a relationship, or religious practice. Before looking more deeply into the problem faced by this sense of lack, we must spend a little time looking at what makes up this sacred-object, or rather why we would think that some mundane thing would have this magical quality. We can begin by taking a look at the genesis of human beings as described in the Hebrew Scriptures.

The Story of Adam and Eve

In the book of Genesis, we read how Adam and Eve lived in a type of primordial paradise where everything was freely available—everything, that is, except for the fruit of a particular tree: “The Lord God took the man and put him in the Garden of Eden to work it and take care of it. And the Lord God commanded the man, ‘You are free to eat from any tree in the garden; but you must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, for when you eat of it you will surely die’ ” (Genesis 2:15–17).

Here, we are immediately confronted with a series of puzzles. For instance, what could possibly make the fruit of this tree so special, and how could it possess the power to bestow moral knowledge? Some readers might be tempted to close the book at this point and dismiss it as mere prescientific nonsense.

However the story is not as esoteric and bizarre as it might initially appear.

In response to the question What makes this fruit so special? the answer might be deceptively simple. In my previous book, The Idolatry of God, I explored how prohibition can work in relation to a parent and child: if a child is denied a toy, the denial generates an excessive desire in the child for the prohibited object.

The no of the parent doesn’t extinguish the desire of the child, but acts as a mechanism that redoubles the intensity of the original desire. It thus serves to evoke the very thing that it’s attempting to quash, transforming an otherwise mundane toy into an object of singular value and importance. What we see in the story of Adam and Eve is the same structure, a prohibition that generates an excessive attachment.

The fruit takes on a special and excessive value because Adam and Eve experience the fruit as barred. Of course objects that are withdrawn in this way don’t change in any physical way. But they’re off-limits and therefore transformed into a type of sacred-object.

In the example of the prohibited toy, the no bestows upon the toy a sacred property that is not an inherent part of the toy, causing the child to find herself deeply attached to it. What was previously only of passing interest now becomes infused with a seductive power. The prohibition can make a mundane object appear sacred, i.e., as something that has the power to satisfy us and render our existence meaningful.

In Robert Duvall’s film The Apostle, we see a fascinating example of this mechanism at work. In one scene, a racist construction worker drives a large construction vehicle up to a small church with the intention of knocking it down. The pastor of the church, Sonny (played by Robert Duvall), comes out of the church and places a Bible in the direct path of the vehicle. Being raised in the Deep South, the construction worker shows a certain respect for the leather-bound book and gets out to remove it. But Sonny tells him solemnly and with great authority not to touch the book. When he gets closer Sonny asks his parishioners to repeat the words, “No one moves that book.”

This prohibition begins to affect the construction worker as he bends down to cast it aside, and at the last minute he finds himself kneeling before the Bible and crying. The prohibition was subjectively inscribed into the construction worker and thus had the effect of transforming the book into a type of magical object before which he crumbled.

Stealing a Masterpiece That Never Existed

Adam and Eve were not forbidden to eat something that would satisfy them, but were faced with a prohibition that made them think that the fruit would satisfy them.

In order to understand this, consider the following story.

There was once an artistically talented teenager who felt unrequited love for a girl in his art class.

It so happened that his beloved’s artwork was particularly bad, so bad, in fact, that it was often quietly mocked. One day the boy overheard two classmates laughing about how bad her artwork was. But just then she entered the room, and they quickly changed the subject. After a couple of minutes, the two classmates started playing a cruel game where they praised her for her artistic abilities.

She protested, but the classmates kept insisting that she had real talent and should think about exhibiting something in the end-of-year art show.

A week later she pulled the lovelorn boy to one side and asked for some advice about a painting.

He jumped at the chance to talk with her, and while the work was terrible, he praised it profusely. To his horror, the praise he lavished on it convinced her to enter the painting in the school art exhibition.

Because of his love, he didn’t want her to be humiliated, so the day before the show he went into the room holding all the submissions and stole her painting along with a couple of others.

Once the theft was discovered, the art teacher quickly worked out who was guilty and pulled the boy out of class. Before suspending him, the teacher asked why he’d stolen the paintings.

“That’s easy,” replied the boy. “I wanted to win the prize and so stole the best work.”

News quickly spread around the school that the girl had created a masterpiece that might have won the prize if allowed to compete.

In this illustrative story, we can see how stealing the bad painting created the illusion that it was a great painting. The removal of a pedestrian thing generated the idea that it was extraordinary.

The subtraction of the painting from the competition effectively added an excessive value to it in the minds of the students, making it into an imagined masterpiece.

The imagined reality was:

• There was a masterpiece.

• It was stolen.

• It could have won a prize.

However the actual reality was:

• A terrible painting was stolen.

• This led to the idea that it was a masterpiece.

• This led to the fantasy that it could have won a prize.

In the beginning the girl may well have thought that she had created a good painting, but the subsequent theft caused her and her classmates to imagine that she had actually created a truly great work. The theft introduced the sense that something wonderful had existed.

With this belief, a new and obstinate sense of dissatisfaction enters the story. The idea that something truly wonderful was taken away initiates a sense of dissatisfaction in the girl. The problem, however, is that the object that promises to get rid of the dissatisfaction doesn’t actually exist and so can never be possessed. Hers is not, then, the basic type of dissatisfaction that comes from wanting some mundane thing, but rather an insidious dissatisfaction that comes from wanting a seemingly sublime object that can’t actually be grasped.

Both the painting and the fruit exist in a mundane, everyday sense, but the masterpiece is a fiction just as the idea of a superfruit that would make us gods is a fiction. The seeming inaccessibility of these sacred-objects is what gives them a special halo. But the halo is a lie; the sacred-object is inaccessible and impossible, not simply because access to it is blocked, but more fundamentally because it doesn’t exist. The blockage is not what blocks access to the sacred-object, but rather what helps to create the fiction that it actually exists.
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